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PROLOGUE


What Has Gone Before… 1999: «September 23. Journal entry one. I'm Liz Parker, and five days ago I died. After that, things got really weird…» Liz Parker was a relatively normal teenage girl, working at her parents' alien-themed diner, the Crashdown Cafe.
Then came that fateful fall day when a gunman accidentally shot Liz during an argument with another customer.
A boy Liz knew from high school, Max Evans, knelt beside her and put his hand over her bullet wound, healing her completely. But when Max ran away and Liz saw a glowing silver handprint on her stomach, she knew she had to find out the truth.
Max soon told her the truth, an unbelievable story that would pull Liz and her friends into danger, drama, romance, and interstellar conflict. Max and his friends were aliens.
July 1947: In the desert outside Roswell, New Mexico, an alien spaceship crashed to the ground. The government soon swooped in to quarantine the site, issuing a press release stating that the wreckage of a flying disk had been recovered. Hours later, the press release was rescinded, and the government claimed the object was actually a weather balloon.
But the government had in its possession or a short time material from the crash, including eight gestation pods containing gestating alien life-forms. Those pods were later liberated from the government by the two aliens who survived the crash. Four of the pods were placed in a desert cave along with alien technology known as the Granilith and were watched over by the alien who came to call himself Nasedo, a Mesaliko Indian word meaning visitor.
The other four pods were taken to New York by the other alien, who took human form as Kal Langley. But after Langley got involved in the film industry, he attempted to become more human, and left his pod charges to gestate on their own.
Nasedo watched over the pods in Roswell, but spent much of his time hunting down and killing those who investigated the Roswell crash. In 1989, three of the pods broke open, and a trio of seemingly human six-year-old children emerged. Wandering toward the highway, two of them were found and adopted by Phillip and Diane Evans, who named them Max and Isabel. The third child was adopted into an abusive foster family and was given the name Michael Guerin.
As the children matured, they learned that they shared uncanny powers, and the strange memories of their emergence from the pods led them to question their origins. It wasn't until their teen years that they began to discover the larger truth about themselves. And their revelation to Liz Parker of their identities started them on their path…
1999: Max, Isabel, and Michael discovered that they were members of the «Royal Four» from the war-torn star system of Antar. There, Max had been King Zan; Isabel had been his sister, Vilandra; Michael had been his second-incommand, Rath; and Ava had been his wife.
Ava was the occupant of the fourth pod, but she had been raised separately from the others by Nasedo. As a teen, she was reintroduced into their lives as Tess Harding.
Max, Isabel, Michael, and Tess were not fully human, or fully alien. Their genetic makeup mixed elements of both, giving them special powers. Max could heal others, Isabel could «dreamwalk» into human minds, Michael could wield destructive or defensive energy, and Ava could «mindwarp» others into seeing or doing what she wanted.
They all could manipulate molecular structure to some extent.
Following Max's healing of Liz, others soon found out about the existence of the alien-human hybrids among them. Liz's friend Maria DeLuca fell for the bad-boy antics of Michael, even though their relationship was rocky.
Mutual friend Alex Whitman was attracted to Isabel, though she didn't return his affection. Sheriff Jim Valenti started out as a nemesis to the kids, but soon came to understand that they needed protection more than exposure, especially after Max healed Jim's son, Kyle, preventing his death from a gunshot wound.
The Roswell teens would come to learn that they had many enemies. A classified government group known as the Special Unit went to great lengths to capture them, especially after Nasedo killed several of its top agents. And other aliens from the Antarian system had come to Earth to kill the Royal Four; chief among them were the «Skins," who could renew their essences using human bodies, which they called «husks.» Meanwhile, the second set of pods had been opened in New York, and the four alien teens there grew up bitter, angry, and tough. After Rath and Vilandra (calling herself «Lonnie») killed Zan, they brought Ava with them to Roswell in an attempt to broker an interstellar peace using Max as a pawn. Their gambit didn't work, however.
Following the death of Nasedo, Tess moved up her plan to work out a deal with Antarian forces on her own. She manipulated Max into sleeping with her, then became pregnant with his alien child. She also mindwarped Alex into helping her, eventually killing him in the process. When she was exposed as a murderess, Tess used the Granilith to return to Antar to deliver Max's heir to his enemies. The reasons behind her treachery remained a mystery.
Desperate to recover his child, Max became unpredictable. He tracked down Kal Langley and forced him to help Max try to return to Antar, but they were unsuccessful. Isabel, rebelling against Max's orders that none of the aliens get further involved with humans, married the man she had been secretly dating, Jesse Ramirez. Michael grew restless under Max's unfocused leadership and attempted to take control of the group himself. And Tess eventually returned with Max's child, which had been rejected on Antar since it was fully human.
In spring 2002, everything came to a boiling point. The Special Unit was closing in, gathering evidence against the teens. In an attempt to redeem herself, Tess blew up the nearby military base, but this caused further complications for the group. Max sent his child away so he could live safely with a human family, and the group found itself on the run from Roswell, traveling in a VW Microbus.
Max, Liz, Isabel, Michael, Maria, and Kyle now travel the country, trying to help others along the way. Max and Liz have finally married, but their happiness is tinged with hardship. They are all still pursued by the Special Unit, the Skins, and other aliens hidden among the human race.
Even though they escaped Roswell, they cannot escape the forces currently arrayed against them…
In Pursuit, the Special Unit has moved in on several fronts.
In New York City, the surviving three duplicates Rath, Lonnie, and Ava were attacked by enemy aliens.
Although they emerged victorious, the trio was captured by the police, and turned over to the Special Unit. Rath and Lonnie soon escaped federal custody in Los Angeles, leaving Ava behind in the Special Unit's clutches.
In Wyoming, the Roswell teens also faced trouble with the Special Unit, who cornered them at a mall. Forced to use their powers publicly to escape, the teens were more on the run than ever, especially when images of them hit the news.
As the Roswell teens attempted to rectify the harm their escape caused to some innocent bystanders, the Special Unit struck back at those closest to them. Jeff and Nancy Parker and Phillip and Diane Evans were taken, but not before they managed to warn the other parents. Deputy Jim Valenti and Amy DeLuca narrowly escaped town, and learned that FBI Special Agent Suzanne Duff was planning to help them. UFO Museum owner Brody Davis was on his own, though, as was Jesse Ramirez in Boston.
The Roswell teens have now come to a crossroads. Liz has seen terrifying visions of Isabel's future death, while Kyle is experiencing the awakening of strange new powers. Unaware as yet of their parents' abductions, Max and the others have come to a critical decision: They will stand their ground and fight the Special Unit, to the death if necessary, in the hopes of recovering some semblance of a normal life…



1. Newton, Massachusetts.


Uovernment agents are about to break down our door. I think they've already captured the Parkers. I don't know about the others.» Phillip Evans's voice sounded panicked and calm at the same time. «Contact Jesse Ramirez, and then go ahead with the plans I put in place.» For a fleeting moment, Shelby Tremaine didn't know what to say. She had pulled her car into a parking lot the moment she saw the Roswell area code on the special cell phone she carried with her most of the time. And then she had answered the call she never truly expected to get.
With a quick shake of her head, she asked, «Are you sure about this, Phillip?» «Yes. An unmarked black car and van just pulled up the street, right after we got a call from the Parkers.» His voice sounded more strained now.
«How do you know they're coming for " «I know," Phillip said, interrupting her. «I'm setting up the cam feed to record everything that happens in our living room. Whatever they do to us here will be recorded.
You know where the signal goes.» «I've got it in my files," Shelby said.
«Good. Get the video as soon as you can. That way, you'll know whether we're still alive. And find out " Phillip stopped speaking then, and Shelby heard a loud, splintering crash, as if something wooden had been blown up.
The door? Shelby thought just before the cell phone's connection went dead. She felt a chill coursing down her spine, and noticed goose bumps popping up on her arms.
What the hell is happening in Roswell? Shelby had known Phillip Evans since the third grade, back when both of their families were living in Flagstaff, Arizona. She was a chubby child, and was often teased mercilessly by the other kids. Phillip had come to her rescue one day when three of her classmates were holding her down behind the playground fort, trying to make her eat some bugs. She still remembered seeing him standing there, the sun behind him like a halo. After chasing them off, he had helped her up, then walked her back inside the classroom.
As they grew older, Phillip was always on the edge of being popular in school. He wasn't a jock, but he was big enough to discourage the jocks from messing with him.
He was smart enough to hang with the nerds, but not so geeky that he was considered one of the «brainiacs.» His good looks won him lots of attention from the girls, but he generally only went out with the ones who displayed more substance than style. As far as Shelby could tell, she had changed a good deal less than Phillip had since grade school; even as a high school senior, she remained chubby and victimized.
But Shelby remained devoted to Phillip through the years, and he remained as her protector. For a short time, she'd had a romantic crush on him, and they'd even dated briefly in high school, but they soon discovered that the dynamics of their friendship were immutable; they were fated to be best friends forever, and lovers never.
In college, Phillip had chosen his major early on, his fascination with the law leading him into the prelaw program at the University of New Mexico. Shelby puttered around at U.N.M. for two years, mainly taking general-ed and elective courses before deciding that she, too, wanted to take on the legal system from within. Phillip was able to help her with her studies, and she benefited from his classroom experience and natural legal talent. In the early 1970s, most women working in the field of law were legal assistants; in those early days it seemed to Shelby that very few of them aspired to become lawyers themselves. But by then, she had stopped playing the victim, and was strongly taking charge of her own life.
Though they now lived far apart, Shelby and Phillip had stayed in touch with each other over the years since graduating from law school, passing their respective bar exams, and becoming practicing attorneys. Their respective spouses understood their friendship at least until Shelby's marriage had fallen apart, prompting her to spend more time with some of her oldest and dearest friends.
Shelby very much liked Diane Evans, and she absolutely adored Max and Isabel, who had come into Phillip's and Diane's lives so unexpectedly in 1989. Phillip had confided that he and Diane had been unable to conceive children on their own; the two apparent orphans were a godsend.
Shelby had joked more than a few times that Max and Isabel might be Kryptonian children, rocketed to Earth like Superman. After all, the Evanses had found them wandering in the desert, with no knowledge of their past.
In the months that followed, after no one had laid claim to the pair, Phillip and Diane had adopted Max and Isabel.
Thirteen years later, in the spring of 2002, Shelby learned that her comic-book-oriented jests held more truth than she ever could have imagined at the time. She now specialized in family law and adoption, and Phillip had called to ask for a special professional favor. He told her that Max had fathered a child, and that he needed her help to get the child to safety and placed into a good home.
No matter how much she trusted her oldest friend, Shelby wasn't about to just take the child without further explanation. And so Phillip told her everything: about Max and Isabel's true origins; about the baby's interstellar parentage; about the government agents who were hunting for further evidence that aliens did indeed live among the humans of Roswell.
Shelby might not have believed Phillip if he hadn't shown her the videotape. He and Diane had used a nannycam to spy on Isabel, and had caught footage of her using her extraordinary telekinetic powers to levitate objects in her bedroom. The government agents had apparently confiscated the original tape, but the Evanses had duplicated it earlier, leaving the copy with Shelby, along with little Zan.
Phillip informed Shelby that they didn't want to know with whom she had placed Zan; he had even lied to Max, telling him that a male law school buddy in New York would take care of the matter. «If we ever want to know the truth about where the baby is placed, we'll ask you," Phillip told Shelby. «But this child deserves a future free from fear.» A few weeks later, Shelby had gotten a second visit from Phillip, and this one was filled with more portent than the previous one. He presented her with all the data he had gathered on the secret government intelligence group called the Special Unit, as well as every bit of information about his children and the others in Roswell who were involved in evading the government's alien-hunting conspiracy.
Shelby was astonished to learn that the Special Unit had actually invaded the West Roswell High graduation ceremony in an attempt to capture Max, Isabel, Michael, and their friends. Now, the kids were on the run, and Phillip was certain that all of the parents were under heavy surveillance.
«Exposure is the one thing that these Special Unit guys think is on their side," Phillip had told her. «They believe that our kids are more afraid of exposure than anything else. But that's not the case. Max told me before he left that if I ever feared anything was about to happen to us or the other parents, I should use this information against the Special Unit.» «How do you think this is going to help?» Shelby had asked.
«I think that now, the government is more concerned about exposure than our kids are. Think about it, Shelby.
What's the best way to get out of blackmail? All you have to do is come clean. Removing the lies and exposing the truth will blow the lid off all the government's machinations and cover-ups since 1947.» Shelby had shaken her head, trying to wrap her thoughts around what Phillip was saying. «You really think they'll give up on hunting the kids down just because you threaten to go public? And what happens if you don't go public?» He reached forward and took her hands, looking at her directly. She remembered that look from the third grade; he was at his most serious, his most sincere. «Shelby, if it comes down to this, the repercussions from revealing the truth are going to be far less harmful than just sitting on the truth. I have no doubt that if they can, they'll kill our children, or make them wish they were dead. And they will probably 'disappear' anyone who they think knows the real truth. So, the only way out of this is for everyone to learn the truth.» Shelby had stared at him for a long moment then, her mind whirling. «Do you really think that the American public that the world is ready to learn that aliens have been living among us for more than fifty years?» His smile was gentle. «I think the public won't be nearly as shocked as you might think, Shelby. This is a generation that's grown up with El and Star Trek and Men in Black and all the science-fiction films and TV shows and books.
This is a generation that uses cell phones the size of business cards, and computers they can slip into their pocket.
They'll adapt.» Before she could stop herself, Shelby snorted. «And what if the populace decides that the aliens among us are really here to steal our water, eat our mice, or blow up the White House?» Phillip grinned ever so slightly. «I don't think it will get to that point. I think the Special Unit won't let things go that far.» «What, you think they're going to back off just because I threaten to blow the whistle? What's to stop them from paying me a visit in the dead of night with a very silent gun?» «What do you want me to do, Shelby?» Phillip pulled back from her, settling into one of her office chairs. «This is my family we're talking about. This is not an abstract 'someone.' This is Max and Isabel you used to read to them when they were younger. And it may be Diane and me they come after.» He paused, his brow furrowing. «You won't have to carry this burden all alone. Call Jesse Ramirez, and follow the other instructions I'm leaving with you.» His next sentence had chilled her to the bone. «They won't be able to stop all of us, Shelby.» Now, twenty minutes after she got the fateful telephone call, Shelby pulled her Toyota into her driveway and let herself into her modest house. Her hands trembling by the time she'd reached the kitchen, she poured some sherry into a glass. The cell phone hadn't rung again since Phillip's previous call, the one that confirmed that his worst fears had finally been realized. She was certain that he had destroyed his phone before they took him. But how long will it take for them to reconstruct it and find a way to determine who he called last? How long until they figure out where those nanny-cam pictures went? She didn't know at this point whether Phillip and Diane or the other alien-affiliated parents in Roswell were dead or alive. But she did know that now she was involved. Phillip had saved her, not only on that long-ago day on the playground, but also many times since. Now she was determined to do whatever she could to return the favor, both for Phillips sake and for that of his family.
Shelby went to the kitchen and opened a cupboard that held a pull-out spice rack. She tugged it forward off its tracks and gingerly placed it on the countertop. Reaching in, she depressed a small button in the back of the cabinet, and the back paneling popped free. Inside the recessed space were all the files and information Phillip had given her.
On the first page was the Boston number of Jesse Ramirez. Since Shelby lived in Newton, she could meet with Jesse in less than an hour if everything went smoothly.
Ij they haven't gotten to him already, she thought with a shiver.
She picked up her cell phone and dialed Jesse's number. One ring. Two rings.
«Hello?» The voice was male, but she didn't recognize it; she had never actually spoken with Ramirez before.
«Jesse Ramirez, please," she said as calmly as she could.
«This is he.» «Mister Ramirez, my name is… Denise Prinze, and I'm a lawyer.» She wasn't sure if Jesse's phone was bugged, so she played it safe by using the fake name Phillip had given her. «I need to consult with you immediately about a client I have.» «Immediately?» She bit her lip and continued, scanning the notes Phillip had made about Jesse. «It's about a Mr. Antar.» There was a brief silence before he spoke again. «Where do you want to meet?» «Antonio's Cucina Italiana on Cambridge Street.» «Across from Mass General Hospital?» «That's the one," Shelby said. «In an hour?» «See you then," he said. And then the line clicked and was silent.
Shelby hoped that it was Jesse to whom she had been talking, and that she hadn't just delivered herself or both of them into enemy hands.
When did I become so paranoid? she thought as she began to fill a bag with some clothes and a few other necessities.
She already knew the answer to her question.
It had happened the day she had learned the truth about Roswell.
Boston Jesse Ramirez hung up the phone, his eyes wide. After the earlier incident with Isabel calling and him finding out his phones were bugged, he had almost been afraid to come home. Now, he found that he was even more afraid of going out.
Whoever the woman who had called him was, she knew the name of Isabel's homeworld. Is she working with the Special Unit? Or is she the one Phillip said might call me one day? He knew that if the latter scenario were true, then something had gone very wrong indeed.
Against his better judgment, Jesse dialed the Evanses' phone number in Roswell.
It had barely rung once before it was picked up.
«Hello.» The voice was crisp and authoritative. And clearly not Phillips. Jesse checked the phone display to make sure he had dialed the number correctly He waited another beat, but the man didn't speak any further. Jesse punched the «End» button as hard as he could.
Whatever is going down in Roswell, I'm sure as hell not safe here at home, Jesse thought. He grabbed a duffel bag and put several things into it, including the gun he had carried ever since he'd left Roswell. It was the same gun he had used to kill the Special Unit agent who'd tried to make him turn on Isabel.
Making sure that the front door was locked, Jesse toggled on the television, and then slipped out the back door and into the small yard behind his apartment building.



2. Sidney, Nebraska


I hey had all sat in silence ever since leaving the Bushnell, Nebraska, picnic spot in their VW Microbus. As Michael Guerin drove, Max Evans sat in the front passengers seat, feeling more determined than ever before in his young life.
He looked back toward the others, and forced back a sudden pang of guilt.
I'm the reason this has happened. It's my fault. I was deposed as the king on Antar, and now I've been driven from my home all over again. Just like everyone I love, and everybody who's stood by me ever since all this alien-hunting crazxness started.
Liz Parker slumped in the Microbus's middle seat, staring abstractedly out the darkened side window. Though her forehead was clearly showing worry lines, she was as beautiful to him as ever. He had harbored feelings for her since the third grade, but it wasn't until three years ago that he had expressed them to her. 0/ course «expressing myself meant healing her bullet wound and revealing to her that I'm actually half-alien, Max thought with a wan smile.
Leaning against Liz was Maria DeLuca, her hair wavy and tinted a coppery red thanks to Isabel's powers. Maria appeared to be asleep, but Max wasn't sure. She was the only one of the humans Max hadn't healed, and thus was the only member of the group who had shown no sign of developing extra-human abilities. He knew that her lack of alien powers made her feel like the odd person out in the group, and that this was one of the things that fueled her temper. Michael was the other thing that got her itching for confrontation; even though Max knew they loved each other, their relationship was tempestuous at best.
Gazing toward the back of the van, Max caught the eye of Kyle Valenti. They certainly had come a long way over the last several years. Kyle had been Liz's boyfriend prior to Max, and he had been a sore loser at first after she'd left him. Max knew that Kyle's father's obsession about the strange goings-on around Max, Isabel, and Michael hadn't helped matters, even after the truth of their half-alien natures stood revealed. Kyle had been pulled into the cover-up against his wishes, and once Max healed him from an accidental gunshot wound, Kyle had become a part of the «team» for better or for worse. Lately, Kyle had been showing signs of manifesting psychic abilities of some sort, a development no doubt spurred by Max's healing touch.
Isabel Evans's head was on Kyle's chest as she attempted to sleep, but Max could see that his sister was as restless as any of them. Max didn't remember much about their past life on their homeworld of Antar, but he did know that Isabel believed that she had unwittingly betrayed the Royal Four, leading to their deaths and their genetic essences subsequently being sent to Earth.
But Isabel hadn't been the one who had betrayed them here on Earth; Tess Harding the replica of the woman who had been Max's wife during his previous life on Antar was the one who had brought their lives crashing down around them. Max was well aware that Isabel, more than any of the others, wanted to be normal, to lead an ordinary existence with her human husband, Jesse Ramirez, whom she hadn't seen during the months since the Special Unit had forced the group to flee Roswell.
Max's gaze returned to Michael, who was steadily guiding the VW down the road as the afternoon shadows lengthened. The wind coming through the open driver's side window blew Michael's long hair, creating an odd tangled halo behind him. But Max could never see Michael wearing a halo. On Antar he had been Max's or, more correctly, King Zan's second-in-command, the man in charge of the troops. As with Isabel, Max didn't remember much of Michael's Antarian past, but he imagined that to command Zan's armies of Antar meant that Michael had been as potentially violent there as he was here on Earth.
Max sometimes thought that Michael was never far from striking out against anyone and everything he perceived as a threat. Sometimes, that quality had been a definite liability. But maybe that ferocity is exactly what we need, now that we've decided to stand our ground against the Special Unit, Max thought.
«We're coming up on Sidney in another ten miles or so," Michael said, turning his head briefly toward Max.
«Unless I read the map wrong, we can find the train stations there.» He held Max's gaze for a moment, and Max saw the energy of a chained tiger flickering in Michael's eyes.
«Let's get some food before we figure out what we're going to do next," Max said.
«Should we wake them now?» Michael asked, gesturing toward the back.
Max was about to say, «No," when Maria spoke up. «I don't think any of us are really asleep. The lack of music didn't really help.» She cast a wistful eye toward her guitar case, as though wishing the van had enough room to allow her to remedy the problem herself.
Isabel chimed in from the back. «Not to mention the other problems we have on our mind right now.» Michael made a sour face, and Max leaped to his defense. «Sorry. I thought it would be better for you guys to rest without a lot of noise.» He clicked on the radio and the strains of an ancient Pat Benatar song immediately filled the Microbus. Other than «Hit Me with Your Best Shot," the next several minutes passed in silence.
Michael suddenly let out a snort. «Look up ahead," he said, pointing.
Up the road next to several small retail businesses was an old-fashioned fast-food place. Max felt himself smiling at the same thing Michael had. The neon sign that stood atop two poles had a UFO mounted on it, and bore a logo that read, ORBIT BURGERS. Just beneath it was a Coca-Cola sign.
«Looks like home," Max said. «I almost think we're fated to eat there.» The others leaned forward to get a better view as the van neared the restaurant. Maria rolled her eyes and put up her hands, palms outward, as if to push the vision away. «Tell me they don't have waitresses wearing alienhead aprons and bouncing dealy-bobber tiaras.» «Yeah, that would be too much of a coincidence," Liz said, smiling.
Michael pulled into the Orbit's driveway and parked the Microbus as far back in the parking lot as he could.
Piling out of the VW, everyone grunted and stretched to shake out their cramped muscles.
Michael walked forward, his head swiveling from side to side. «You all order your food. I'm going to get a paper from across the street.» Max didn't argue with him, nor did any of the others.
Max didn't think Michael was being antisocial; he was being proactive. Since their pictures had been broadcast on the news the previous night, Max knew they needed to find out how much of their Wyoming adventures had made it into the papers way out here in the Midwest. Were they wanted fugitives everywhere? As Kyle and Isabel ordered, Maria excused herself to use the bathroom. Max came up from behind Liz and put his arms around her, nuzzling his face into her long hair.
Isabel had changed Liz's hair color last night, before they had sneaked into the hospital.
«How you doing, Blondie?» he asked, his voice a low growl.
Liz crossed her arms over his and pulled him in tighter against her. «Much better now that you're holding me," she said, smiling.
«I love you," he said into her ear.
«I love you too," she replied quickly.
«Your turn to order, guys," Kyle said, stepping aside.
Max couldn't be sure whether he'd just seen a flicker of jealousy in his eyes or not. He thought that Kyle was long over Liz especially now that Max had married her but he knew that none of Kyle's romantic overtures toward other women had succeeded. Max had witnessed the sexual tension between Kyle and Tess, back when Max himself had been blinded by his own «predestined love» for the reincarnation of his Antarian wife. He still didn't know for sure whether their romance had been natural, genetically preprogrammed, or was the result of one of Tess's mindwarps. He doubted the last possibility, even though Tess had certainly turned out to be far more manipulative than anyone could have guessed.
«I'll have a Starship Chicken Burger Meal, but can you substitute Moon Rings for the Space Fries?» Liz asked.
When the preteen girl behind the window nodded, Liz continued. «And a Men in Blackberry Shake.» She turned to Max and grinned. «I feel like I'm back at the Crashdown. Except in some parallel universe.» He smiled and stepped up to the window. A few minutes later, after Maria had returned and ordered, they all sat down at tables shaded by a canopy and waited for their food.
Michael walked over, holding multiple parts of a newspaper in his hands. «We aren't in here," he said with an uncharacteristic uplift to his voice. «I'll check again, but I couldn't find any articles about our misadventures at all.» «No news is good news," Maria said. Then, looking at the others, she added, «Right?» «Not necessarily," Liz said. «It could be that the papers didn't get any pictures of us before they went to press. Or it could be that it wasn't big enough to make the news way out here in Nebraska. But that doesn't mean the local police might not have gotten a report about us.» «Spoilsport," Maria said, pouting a bit.
«Well, at least we probably don't have to worry about John Q. Sixpack ratting us out to America's Most Wanted," Kyle said.
Isabel ate an onion ring. «It could be that the Special Unit clamped down on the news coverage. The pictures they showed on the news last night couldn't have been the only footage they had of our daring escape from Cheyenne.» Max had continued to wonder about that as well. Yesterday, they had been trapped at a shopping mall in Cheyenne, Wyoming, by the FBI Special Unit's agents and local law enforcement people. He and Michael had been forced to use their powers in a very public fashion, in view not only of civilians but of the mall's security cameras as well. From what Kyle had said about the footage aired on the news, some of the security camera images had been broadcast, though their faces had been nearly unrecognizable.
«I think Isabel is right," Max said, and he was pleased to see that Michael nodded in agreement as well. «The Special Unit isn't going to want everyone else coming after us.
I'd imagine they think a lot of lives might be at risk if they got us really angry in public.» «We can thank Tess for that," Maria said, her tone grumbly. «Driving a car bomb into an air force base isn't exactly subtle:" Max ignored the comment. «Beyond that, everything they've done has been under a cloak of secrecy. They want a cover-up. If there's anything I learned while working at the UFO Museum, it's that the federal government has been hiding alien-related things since 1947, and probably even before that. So, it wouldn't serve their agenda for the world to learn that we really exist.» «Yeah," Michael said. «They want us all to themselves so they can dissect us and find out " He stopped abruptly.
All eyes turned to Isabel, whose face had suddenly drained of all color. Yesterday, Liz had seen a future flash of Isabel being cut apart by Special Unit doctors.
Max broke the silence. «He didn't mean anything by it, Iz.» Isabel waved a hand dismissively. «It's okay. We need to deal with this sooner or later. And the sooner we find a way to stop Liz's premonition from coming true, the better.» «That's actually why we came here today," Max said, realizing the time had come to announce yet another critical decision. «I think it's best that you split up from the rest of us, Isabel. Liz says that whatever was supposed to happen to you might happen in California. So, let's keep you as far away from there as possible.» «You want to send me off alone?» Isabel's voice raised almost a full octave. «Yeah, that will protect me! We decided early on to stick together; that's how we'll be strongest.» «I never said alone," Max said, putting down his burger.
«I think Kyle and Maria should go with you. And I think you should go to " «What, so I'm a liability now, Maxwell?» Maria asked, interrupting him. He could tell that she was truly angry; Michael was the only one who ever called him by his full name. «I don't have alien superpowers, so I get carted out of here so I don't get hurt?» «That's not what I meant. If you'd just " Now it was Michael's turn to interrupt. «She stays with us.» His tone was adamant, his expression stony. «Just because we aren't married doesn't mean that she should get shipped off. Ill protect her.» Maria's eyes flashed anger again, this time in Michael's direction. «Goddess! Like I'm so helpless! Fine, you know, Justine!» She got up from her seat. «Why did you even want me on this trip if all I am to you is a potential damselin-distress? Maybe I should get myself shot so Max can heal me and give me crazy superpowers so I can finally be somebody important.» She stalked away, clutching her soda cup.
Michael started to get up to go after her, but Max caught his arm. «Michael, let her go for now. Fine, she stays with us.» He turned to Kyle. «But I want you to go with Isabel.» Kyle stopped mid-chew of his veggie burger. «Okay by me.» As Michael sat again, Max continued. «Isabel, what I was going to suggest is that you make your way to Boston.
If Jesse can't help you, he should know enough about the town now to hide you.» Isabel's eyes widened, and a smile lit her features. «Do you mean it?» She was obviously looking forward to a long-overdue reunion with her husband. \ «I think you can both catch a train here to Chicago," Max said, nodding. «Then another train can get you to Boston.» «And what about the rest of us?» Liz asked.
«I think we should make our way to Los Angeles," Max said. «Kal Langley may not have been able to make my ship fly, but he's got money and power. He'll be able to help us somehow. He can protect us if nothing else.» Michael nodded. «Sounds like a plan.» Kyle looked worried. «How do we know that Isabel will be out of harm's way just because we're splitting up?» «He's right about that, Maxwell," Michael said. «We really don't know if your plan will head Isabel away from Liz's vision or toward it.» Max stared at them both blankly. He hadn't thought of it that way.
«Let me try again," Liz said. «I mean, I can't really control when I get these flashes, but maybe since Isabel already has powers, it will kick-start things.» Max knew that she had avoided touching Isabel at all since the second time she had the vision.
Isabel's face clouded over. «Are you sure? You said you saw some pretty gruesome stuff.» Liz smiled wanly. «Yeah. What's the worst that could happen? I'll yak up my Starship Chicken Burger?» «We shouldn't do this outside," Max said, remembering how Liz's earlier flashes of prescience had made her cry out and fall temporarily unconscious. He gestured with his head over toward the van, where Maria was sipping her drink and glaring daggers his way. «Michael, you want to make sure it's safe back at the bus?» Michael gulped and stood, brushing crumbs off his Tshirt. «Sure thing, Maxwell.» Michael sauntered over toward the VW, licking the frenchfry grease off of his fingers. Sometimes it seemed he just couldn't do anything right with Maria. He had tried to stick up for her and she had turned it into an attack.
It was par for the course of their relationship. Ever since the beginning it had been rocky, although he couldn't really blame her at the start; their first lengthy interaction had been when he'd hijacked her mother's car with her in it and forced her to drive to a place he'd thought held the secrets of his alien origins.
Despite all of their romantic ups and downs, Michael loved Maria fiercely. They had tried to be apart many times over the past several years, and yet they were always pulled back together, as if they were magnetically charged.
Their relationship didn't have the star-crossed Romeo and Juliet nature that Max and Liz's had, or the domestic bliss that Isabel and Jesse had enjoyed. Michael realized that he and Maria thrived on conflict, as if overcoming adversity fueled the fires of love. But every now and then, he wished their romance could be simpler.
«Hey," he said, reaching out for her hand. She didn't take his, so he forced the issue. He took hers and crouched to look at her eyes, since she was refusing to look up.
«You're staying with me, Maria.» «Oh, so Max caved in, huh?» she asked, her voice still whiny.
«It didn't take much.» He caught her gaze and looked deeply into her eyes. «I was trying to stick up for you back there. In my own twisted way, I was saying that my love for you is as important as his love is for Liz.» «I know. I just…» Maria's lip quivered, and she began to cry.
Michael stood up and hugged her close. «Hey, it's okay.» Very gently, he patted her hair.
She finally pulled away and looked up at him, disengaging her hand from his to wipe the back of it under her eyes. «I'm not crying because of what happened before.
Well, maybe because of that. But also because you just said how much you love me.» «I tell you I love you a lot," Michael said. At least it felt like he did.
«Yeah, but you compared your love to theirs. Liz and Max are like this cosmic Romeo and Juliet that's so different from us. We're more like Sandy and Danny in Grease.» Michael laughed hard. It seemed like it was the first time he had laughed in ages.
«What?» Maria said, her expression defensive.
«The Romeo and Juliet thing. I was just thinking the exact same thing while I walked over here.» Maria raised an eyebrow. «Hmmm. Maybe we're sharing brain waves or something.» «Or something," Michael said. Then he leaned in closer and kissed her.
Liz was nervous. What she had seen in her future flash about Isabel had been horrific. Both, times. And now they were about to try for the vision a third time. This one should be the charm, she thought mirthlessly. She hoped her mind would show her something other than the alien autopsy no, alien vivisection that she had witnessed before. She hoped that whatever they decided to do next would alter that obscene future.
They all gathered on the side of the Microbus opposite the Orbit Drive-In. Isabel stepped forward and put her hand out. Liz saw that she was trembling slightly. «You ready?» Isabel asked.
«All set to enter the Dead Zone like Anthony Michael Hall," Liz said, taking a deep breath. She reached out and touched Isabel's hand. Closing her eyes, she concentrated and she was Isabel again, the restraining straps and pain holding her firmly onto a table. Above her were agonizingly bright klieg lights outfitted with reflective metallic hoods. After her eyes adjusted to the glare, she could see herself/Isabel reflected in them, could see the blood on her head. It was easily visible since most of her hair was gone.
Electrodes and wires were attached to her skull, and she could feel them invading other parts of her body.
The white room was filled with busy medical personnel, and in the galleries elevated above the room she could see men in dark suits watching from behind safety glass.
She saw one woman among the observers, and noticed that several video cameras were trained down upon her as well.
A piercing whine filled her ears as a masked doctor peered down at her. He wore clear goggles, and his slatecolored eyes held no pity.
Struggling, she saw that as in her previous visions her stomach was covered with a protective medical drape, which was stained crimson with blood. The technicians were removing her organs and putting them in metal pans, weighing them as she watched in silent horror.
The whine became louder and louder, and the masked doctor moved in closer. And suddenly, the pain became too great to be borne. Liz tried to scream, tried to get away, but it was no use.
Blood sprayed across her vision in a scarlet haze as the excruciating pain washed over her in relentless waves, tsunamis of pure agony.
And then, a cool hand pulled her away, into darkness.
Away from the pain and the blood and the death. Liz looked up weakly and saw who had saved her. «Alex?» But her dead friend's familiar smiling face wasn't there anymore if it had ever been there at all. The face belonged instead to Max, who was crouching over her. Liz abruptly realized that she was on the ground behind the Orbit Drive-ln in Nebraska, her leg twisted awkwardly beneath her.
«M'okay, Max," she said, still woozy. She looked around at the others. Kyle was steadying Isabel, who looked almost as distressed as Liz felt.
«I take it the vision didn't get any better this time?» Max asked as he helped Liz up to a sitting position.
The sequels are always worse than the originals, aren't they? Liz thought absurdly. She shook her head. «No. Still horrible. Nothing new.» She decided not to mention having seen Alex, since she wasn't certain that she actually had.
«So, splitting up isn't going to work?» Isabel said, her tone lifeless.
«We don't know that," Liz said. «We haven't split up yet.
We've all been together every time I've had this vision.
Maybe if we split up, we'll cut off this particular lane into the future.» She didn't want to bring up the converse point, though she couldn't help thinking it. Or splitting up might be the action that leads you straight into the lair of the Big Bad Wolves.
Isabel moved quickly in front of the van, and they all heard her retching. They stood in silence until she returned a couple of minutes later. Kyle handed her some of the napkins he had stuffed into his pocket.
Liz didn't know whether to look to Max for the decision, or to Isabel. Neither, apparently, did anyone else.
Isabel finally spoke, breaking the uncomfortable quiet.
«We've been letting our fear of the Special Unit control our lives for too long. It's time we made some decisions of our own. I'm going to Boston. And I'm not going to let them capture me or… they aren't going to get that chance.» Liz admired Isabel for the brave front she was putting up. But she suspected that her friend might be even more sick and frightened had she seen for herself the gruesome details of Liz's vision.



3. Los Angeles.




Ava opened her eyes, but found she was having trouble focusing them. Her eyelids felt as heavy as garage doors. Drugs, she realized, her thoughts muzzy. It was as though her brain had been removed from her skull and then had been wrapped up in a warm, moist blanket. They've drugged me up. Again. Gradually, over a period that might have been minutes or years, her vision began to clear, though her thoughts remained scattered, her powers of concentration all but nonexistent. Sensation began returning to her body, which she discovered was lying supine on a hard table of some sort. She saw that people surrounded her, many of them dressed in white smocks, caps, and surgical masks. Doctors? Am I sick? Then she noticed the two men who stood watching her from one of the room's sterile white corners: a scar-faced, fiftyish man in a black suit, and a somewhat younger, identically dressed man who stood impassively at the scarred man's side. From their bearing, Ava sized them both up as military. She was pretty sure she'd seen them before somewhere, though she couldn't concentrate sufficiently to recall exactly where. All she knew was that the scarred man looked as tough as the proverbial nails and that the other one was downright frightening, his eyes as sharp as those of some predatory bird. His piercing gaze made her feel like a morsel about to be eaten. Suddenly she remembered where she'd seen them before: They'd been on the plane that had taken her from New York to Los Angeles, along with Rath and Lonnie. Where are Rath and Lonnie? With every last shred of concentration she could muster, she reached outward with her mind, desperate for an answer to that question. «I still say this is damned dangerous, Viceroy," Dale Bartolli said quietly, his eyes as wary and alert as a shrike's as he studied the semiconscious young woman who lay strapped to the gurney. The medical personnel were checking the Harding girl's vital signs as they administered the counteragent to the drug that had kept her immobile since her recapture at Los Angeles International. Matthew Margolin, the special agent code-named «Viceroy," nodded. He stroked one of the numerous scars that ran along the side of his chin like cracks in a welltraveled stretch of highway. Margolin had grown tired of debating. With two more of these superpowered alien kids presently on the loose somewhere in Southern California, the stakes were far too high for him to tolerate any insubordination. «I know it's dangerous, Dale. But it's the only decision possible if we want to get our hands on Michael Guerin and Isabel Evans again.» Especially since they seem to have the ability to be in two places at once. Bartolli nodded, evidently picking up on Margolin's warning tone. «Maybe you're right. Just as long as we don't let her come around enough so she can use her Jedi mind tricks to force us to let her go. Or make us kill each other.» Margolin met Bartolli's hawklike gaze and held it unflinchingly. «It's a calculated risk, but a necessary one. And I've taken thorough precautions.» He motioned toward one of the masked and smocked technicians, who approached carrying what appeared to be a large wad of aluminum foil, which she handed to Margolin before returning to her other duties. The clump of fine metal mesh was unexpectedly heavy in Margolin's hand. Very carefully, he separated it into two pieces and handed one to Bartolli. «Tinfoil," Bartolli said, staring at the crumpled metal wad in his hand. «Tinfoil is supposed to stop this alien from melting our brains, Chief?» Margolin chuckled, realizing how this must look to his second-in-command. «This is something brand new from the R and D folks," he said, enjoying showing Bartolli who was boss by one-upping him. «Another spin-off from our alien-tech reverse-engineering efforts. I'm not surprised you don't know about it yet. This material employs some of the same principles as the psi-detection gear our backup team used to track the aliens right after they escaped from custody at LAX. Most importantly, it has psiresistant properties.» Bartolli eyed the stuff with evident suspicion. «And I'll bet it'll keep a sandwich fresh all week long too. So what are we supposed to do with this stuff?» Silently, Margolin smoothed his own clump of foil out until it was nearly as straight and flat as a sheet of paper. Then he carefully applied it to the top of his head, bending it and patting it until it formed a shiny skullcap. «Now put yours on," Margolin said, faintly amused by Bartolli's incredulous expression. «When I was a young FBI agent in Washington, D.C., there was a crazy homeless guy who used to show up on the bus I rode to work," Bartolli said at length, still staring at his ball of foil. «He wore a tinfoil Napoleon hat because he thought a secret government satellite could read his thoughts from orbit otherwise.» «How very interesting," Margolin said, waspish. «Now put it on.» Scowling, Bartolli gestured toward the doctors and technicians who were tending to the Harding girl. She let out a low moan, evidently about to return more fully to consciousness. «So why aren't the doctors wearing these silly-ass things, Viceroy?» Bartolli wanted to know. «They are. Under their caps. The last thing I wanted was to let the redoubtable Ms. Harding use her mind freak on our technical staff. Now put on your damned tinfoil beanie and stop complaining. Unless you want that girl to decide you're our weakest link after she comes to, that is.» Margolin grinned as he watched Bartolli reluctantly comply. Margolin thought he looked far less fierce than usual at the moment. Adjusting his protective skullcap, he hoped that he hadn't once again underestimated the extent of the alien teens' abilities. If he had, then they were all in very big trouble. Outside a Melrose Avenue eatery, Lonnie watched from across a battered plastic table while Rath slowly chewed his teriyaki burger. He seemed to be even more up inside his own head than usual if such a thing was even possible apparently lost in thought as he eyed the numerous passersby on this trendy-yet-appealinglytrashy boulevard. Most of them were young, and many looked at least as post-punk as Rath and Lonnie did. Looks like we're gonna fit right in here, Lonnie had thought only minutes after they had arrived on Melrose Avenue, still driving the car they had stolen from the airport parking garage immediately after their escape from the MiBs. No need to waste our alien energies on celebrity disguises, at least for now. She had idly wondered then if any of the street's more gaudily dressed habitues had grown up in a municipal sewer system, the way the East Coast Royal Four had. But now her full attention was focused on Rath. «You've barely said two words to me all morning," she said. Rath shrugged, then replied around a mouthful of a drippy burger, which he'd just slathered with enough Tabasco sauce and Karo syrup to challenge even a fullblooded Antarian's palate. «Day's still young, Vilandra. Didn't know you were counting my words. What's my running total so far?» «About nineteen now. What the hell's the matter with you today, Rath?» Looking uncharacteristically pensive, he set his sandwich back down into the red plastic basket. «It's Ava. I keep thinking about her.» «It's a little late to start feeling guilty now, don't you think?» After all, Ava had been in the hands of the Feds for almost a whole day ever since she and Rath had run out on her during their scramble to escape from the airport. Lonnie herself didn't feel any real remorse about Ava's fate; ditching Ava had been Rath's idea, not hers. He shrugged again. «Maybe you're right. Maybe not. I just have a feeling that there might be something we can do to help her.» «I thought you said she was a liability. A bell around our necks.» «I know I did. Maybe I was wrong about that.» That nearly floored her, and she felt her eyebrows lifting off like space shuttles. Rath just admitted he might have been wrong about something. Better get my affairs in order. The end of the world must be coming up fast. She wondered if he was really beginning to feel pangs of guilt, not only for throwing Ava to the wolves, but also for murdering Zan, their erstwhile king. After all, without Zan and Ava, the East Coast Royal Four was reduced by fifty percent. Maybe here, three thousand miles from the only home any of their small, insular group had ever known, things were beginning to look very different to Rath. «We need each other to survive," Rath said, confirming Lonnie's musings. «Especially so far away from home. I mean, it's not like we can just show up at Kal Langley's place and expect him to take us in. Or trust him.» «You're right about that. But your change of heart about Ava is pretty out there, Rath.» She recalled how she had jumped on him right after he'd decided on his own to leave Ava behind. And how he had convinced her that it had been the only prudent move they could have made at the time to protect themselves from their alien-hunting pursuers. «You were worried that the Feds were tracking us through her. So even if we did manage to rescue her, what's to stop the MiBs from doing that all over again?» He pushed the wreckage of his burger to the side of the table and rose to his feet. His smile was the death's-head rictus of a veteran warrior. «Simple, Lonnie. After we're done rescuing Ava, we'll just have to make sure that there are no Men in Black left alive to continue the chase.» Hastening after Rath as he strode quickly onto the busy sidewalk, Lonnie wasn't quite sure why his words didn't sound completely, utterly absurd. Taking the fight to their pursuers sounded pretty reckless. She wondered why she wasn't completely terrified of the whole idea. 4. Sidney, Nebraska. «Are you sure about this?» Isabel asked, her eyes intent on Max's reaction. She was still shaken from Liz's statements about the gruesome vision she'd had of Isabel's future, but she was attempting not to show it. «As sure as we can be, Iz.» Despite what he'd said, Max didn't look confident. His eyebrows peaked in the center, and the expression made him look younger, even though the sideburns she had given him yesterday were supposed to help him look older. And different. In case our pictures are on the news again, Isabel thought. They still hadn't seen or heard anything further about their Wyoming misadventures, and no one at the bus station had tried to stop them. Despite the fact that there were dozens of railroad tracks throughout the town, none of the trains that passed through Sidney were passenger trains. Kyle had suggested they could hop into a boxcar and ride like hobos, but Isabel immediately nixed the idea. So, with some creative scheduling, they had bought tickets for a Greyhound bound for Lincoln. From there, they planned to catch a train to Chicago, and then either fly or continue by train to Boston. It seemed quite a convoluted travel plan, but it was low profile, and Isabel thought it might even give her and Kyle a chance to rest up during the journey. «Okay, let's do it, then," Isabel said, facing the others in the sparsely populated train station. She hugged Max fiercely, then Michael, then Maria. Liz put up her hand in a wave and backed up, a wan smile on her face. She doesn't want me to touch her any more than I want her to touch me, Isabel thought. She waved back, then turned to gather her bag. Kyle shook hands with Max and Michael, and hugged Maria and Liz. «See anything about me?» he asked Liz as they parted. «Don't talk to the lady in blue polyester on the train," Liz said. «She's going to bore you to tears, and then hit on you.» Kyle saluted. «Got it.» They all laughed for a moment, and then Isabel and Kyle turned to board the bus. They sat together, with Isabel at the window. She watched her brother and friends through the slightly dusty Plexiglas. As the bus pulled away, they waved again, and Isabel waved back. She realized that with a very few short-range exceptions, this trip would take her farther away from Max and Michael than she had ever been before. But Liz's visions terrified Isabel even more than did being separated from nearly everyone she'd ever known. I have to get away. Beyond that, she tried to take comfort in the knowledge that Jesse would be waiting for her in Boston. Even if he didn't know it yet. The thought of Jesse holding her again was comforting, but not enough to quell her roiling stomach. I'm still afraid that something horrible is going to happen. They've already divided us. Now are they going to conquer us? The Colorado/Utah Border Max looked over at Liz and smiled. He had been driving the Microbus for hours now, crossing Colorado on Interstates 76 and 70. Now they were entering Utah, and in five or six hours would be headed through Nevada, toward Las Vegas. Liz was staring out the partially open window, her sunglasses on to protect her eyes from the bright sun and hot desert air that whooshed by the Microbus. Perhaps sensing Max's glance, she turned and looked at him. She's so beautiful, Max thought. He mouthed the words I love you to her, and his heart melted as she squeezed his hand and mouthed the words back. The radio was on loud to cover any noises coming from the back of the VW Michael and Maria had pulled the privacy curtain earlier, and Max didn't know if they were fighting, or engaging in more pleasant pursuits. Probably a little of both, if their past is any indication, he thought with a smile. The desert scenery was stunning, a beautiful panoply of ochers and reds, but they didn't have any more time to take in the sights today than they'd had the last time they had passed this way, over a year ago. That was when Max and Liz had come up to Salina, in search of a secret government facility. They had found it, underneath Sam's Quick Stop market, and then faked a robbery to gain access to the site. Max had entered the underground storage facility and had seen the ship the ship that had brought his essence to Earth during the summer of 1947. In the intervening time, the military had apparently repaired the ship but had been unable to make it run. Max and Liz had quickly been caught by the police, arrested, and charged with armed robbery. The subsequent days had been tense. Neither Max nor Liz could fully explain their actions, either to their parents or to the courts. Phillip Evans had done his best to help them, but although Max was set free, Liz was held under more substantive charges: She had been holding the weapon they'd used in the «robbery.» Max had returned later to the underground facility, only to find the ship gone. His father had followed him to the site, and after the pair had discovered that a dangerous chemical was being stored there, they struck a deal with an FBI agent who led them to Liz's release. That misadventure had been the beginning of the most disastrous time in Max and Liz's relationship, and may have led to the unraveling of their lives in Roswell. Max knew that this was the time when his father had started developing strange suspicions about him and Isabel. It was also when the Parkers had forbidden Max from seeing Liz. Max recalled that he had offered to break Liz out of jail before they knew she would be freed. «And then what?» Liz had asked him. «Just be on the run the rest of our lives? We'd never be able to go home again. No, Max, I'm sorry, but that's just too far for me. I'm not ready to give up my home or my family.» But nine months later, that was exactly what Max and Liz and the others had been forced to do. They had been pushed out of Roswell, away from everything and everyone they knew. It's got to stop, Max thought. We will not be on the run for the rest of our lives. He turned the music down and tilted his head toward the back of the Microbus. «Michael? Maria? I'm going to need one of you to drive here pretty soon. Liz and I really shouldn't be in the front.» Some noises and bumps came from behind the privacy curtain, and finally Michael's head popped forward. «What's up?» «Salina," Liz said, pointing off in the distance. «The teenage witch?» Michael asked, perplexed. Max winced. Sometimes he didn't know if Michael was trying to be funny, or if he was just clueless. «Salina, the town. Where Liz and I got arrested. Part of my court sentence was that I couldn't return to Utah until after my twenty-first birthday.» The privacy curtain was drawn completely aside by Maria as she joined Michael in the center seat. «So? You're in Utah now, aren't you?» Max looked up in the rearview mirror and made a face. «Yes, I am. But given our luck lately, I don't want to chance that we'd drive by one of the cops who stopped us before and get arrested again. Ergo, it's your turn to drive.» «Oooh, 'ergo,'" Maria said, her tone slightly mocking. «Is that Antarian?» Liz looked back at her friend, one eyebrow raised. «Maria, didn't we give you two enough time alone back there?» As Maria sighed dramatically, Michael patted Max on the arm. «Pull over up there and I'll take over.» Minutes later, Max and Liz were safely behind the privacy curtain, and Michael was driving. «Be sure not to go over the speed limit," Max called out. «We don't need to call any more attention to ourselves.» «I hear and I obey, Maxwell," Michael said, sighing heavily. Liz moved Maria's guitar case aside and spread her blankets out across the back of the Microbus, then patted them to encourage Max to lie down with her. Grinning, Max plopped down beside her. She rolled onto her side and propped her head up with her hand. «Hey," he said, stroking her cheek with the back of his hand. «Hey, yourself," she said, then leaned in to kiss him. The effect was magical, as it sometimes was when they kissed. Max saw/felt in his mind's eye a kaleidoscope of images and memories: a swirling galaxy; Liz in a one-piece swimsuit at a pool; the controls of a spaceship; Max healing a wounded bird in the park; Liz with a flower in her hair; the rocks in the Roswell desert canyon, where the Granilith had been hidden; Maria and Liz laughing in a park; a constellation of five stars; a/f of them at the prom; even Alex in his tuxedo And then Liz pulled away, breaking their contact. «I'm sorry," she said, her voice low. «Hey, it's not your fault," Max said, holding her hand. «Neither of us can control what we see in our flashes. The images I got were mostly pretty happy ones.» Except maybe for that last one, he thought, suddenly wistful. Liz put her head down on his chest, and Max stroked her hair. He knew that she had never gotten over the death of Alex Whitman. Neither had Maria, for that matter, since the three of them had been friends for a long time. Max wished there was some way he could go back and undo what had happened; he had tried to revive Alex in the ambulance, but he had evidently been injured past the point of no return. It had been doubly hard for Liz to accept Alex's death when it was suggested that he had committed suicide. Eventually, the truth came out that Tess had mindwarped Alex as part of her plan to take the unborn child she carried Max's child back to Antar to deliver to his enemies. Alex had died as a result of Tess's repeated mental assaults. The search for a way to follow Tess and retrieve his son was what led Max and Liz to find the restored spaceship in Utah. It was also what had led Max to Hollywood, where he had tracked down the second surviving alien «protector» from the 1947 Roswell crash. The first had been the shapeshifter they knew as Nasedo, but he had been killed; this second alien had taken the name Kal Langley, and had made a commitment to himself never to shapeshift from his human form again, lest he forever lose every truly human characteristic he had ever acquired. Langley had become a rich and powerful Hollywood producer, and he seemingly had everything he wanted. But when Max reappeared in his life, Langley's stable and prosperous existence was shattered. Max found out that Langley had to obey Max's commands, so Max forced him to use his film connections to find the reassembled ship that had been spirited away from Utah. He then forced Langley to shapeshift for the first time in decades in order to pilot the ship. Unfortunately, the ship couldn't fly. Max remembered what Langley had told him the last time they had seen each other: «I destroyed my life for you tonight, all for nothing. Because of you, everything I've worked for is gone," he had said. «Being your protector might be encoded in my genes, but after tonight… I'll never stop hating you.» And now they needed Langley's help again, and were on their way to Los Angeles to get it. Max doubted their protector would be any happier about helping them now than he had been a year ago, but he really had no choice, as long as Max was in charge. He has money, power, and influence, Max thought. And he's survived and thrived among humanity for over fifty years. He's got to be able to help us stop the Special Unit once and for all. Somehow. But as he lay in the back of the Microbus, Liz's breath soft on his chest, Max feared that the victory against the rogue government forces arrayed against them might require more hardship and sacrifice than they had ever faced before. «Go home, Max. Don't come back," Langley had said. «Word of advice: The more you embrace our alien side, the more you're gonna lose.» What am 1 going to lose now? Max asked himself. What are we all going to lose? Mount Pleasant, Iowa Kyle stared forward, his eyes slightly glazed. He had never felt more bored. Why didn't I listen to Liz? He had been sitting in the Superliner's lounge car, reading a Powers graphic novel that he had picked up several days earlier. He liked reading good comics when he could, but they didn't have much room for reading material in the Microbus. The irony that he himself now had some kind of developing superpowers was not lost on him every time he read comics; it was one reason he tried to pick intelligent, «real-world» looks at superheroes. When she sat across from him in the lounge car, the woman in blue polyester hadn't seemed much of a threat at first. She was even pretty, though at least fifteen years his senior. His reading interrupted, he initially hadn't even remembered Liz's warning. Now, half an hour had passed, during which time she'd revealed her name Lucinda and had detailed her past three divorces, her erotic adventures at Sleeping Beauty's Castle in Disneyland, the problems with her last five haircuts, the changing scenery and how boring she found it after approximately nineteen trips aboard this same train, whether the light in the trains was flattering to her, and her loathing of people who ate the Korean cabbage dish Kimchi. In his mind, Kyle kept repeating the first three of the Buddhist «Four Noble Truths»: life means suffering; suffering has a cause; and the cause of our suffering can be ended. He couldn't quite see how to work in the fourth truth: suffering can be ended by following a path to wisdom, peace, meditation, and growth. What's my path, out ojhere? he asked himself as the woman chattered on. The simple answer was to get up, walk through the sliding doors to another car, and continue until he got to the sleeping car where he and Isabel had a suite. They'd lucked out and been the sole people renting aboard that particular sleeping car, so they had no neighbors. Kyle had left Isabel alone to shower and clean up. He knew how much of a horndog she thought he was, so he didn't want to crowd her «personal space.» Not that there hadn't been a few times he'd wanted to. She was beautiful. And married, he reminded himself. Finally, Kyle could take no more of Lucinda's selfinvolved babbling. He gave her a smile and stood, saying, «Lucinda, I really need to get going. I've got to check in on my friend, and I really need to use the little boys' room.» She grinned lasciviously. «I'm sure you need the big boys' room.» She threw her shoulders back, pushing out her chest, and tilted her head to one side. «You want me to come back to the sleeper with you? 1 give great massages.» Oh Lord, Kyle thought. I should have listened to Liz. He forced another smile. «No thanks, that's all right. My friend might not appreciate the company. She's a bit touchy sometimes.» Lucinda's eyes flared, and then narrowed. «Oh. 1 see. Well, have a good rest of the trip, then.» «You too," Kyle said, exiting as quickly as he could. He passed through the sliding door and looked back once. Lucinda was watching him leave. Kyle made his way back to the sleeping car. Their suite, paid for with alien-altered currency, was downstairs. He prepared to descend the narrow stairwell, when he heard a metallic gong and voices. Isabel's and a man's. And neither voice sounded happy. Isabel had really needed the time in the shower alone. She hadn't washed for two days now, and felt gritty. The hot water relieved the stress of the past few days a little, but that amount of tension couldn't be completely excised quite so easily. She looked down at her side, where a pair of small bruises were ripening to an ugly purplish-blue. Those had come from the tasers that the agents had used on them in the back service corridor of the mall in Cheyenne yesterday. The charge had disrupted her system more than she'd expected. Fortunately, it didn't seem to be having any long-term effect on her. Long-term effect. The phrase was almost a joke, especially in her situation. After all, she was the woman who had betrayed her family and friends on her home planet, was later resurrected on Earth as a half-alien/half-human girl, and was now running for her life from the various forces both alien and human that wanted her dead. Compared to the trauma-drama that was her life her lives a few bruises were insignificant. Isabel turned off the water and stepped out of the shower. She grabbed a big fluffy towel and began drying herself. Following the hot shower, the feel of the fabric on her skin was a welcome sensation. Once she felt suitably dry, she donned a robe, then bent over, wrapped her hair in a towel, and flipped her head back. Isabel heard a noise outside the bathroom door, in the bedroom of the sleeping car's suite. Kyle must be back. She opened the bathroom door and stepped out. «Good timing, Kyle. I just finished in here. You can shower now if you " What she saw stopped her short. There was a large, ruddy-complexioned man standing in the room, pointing a strange device at her. It didn't look like any weapon she had ever seen before. «Who are you? What are you doing in my room?» Isabel said, trying to keep the edge of fear out of her voice. «I'm here for you, Vilandra," the man said, his voice edgy and deep. He was using her Antarian name. He's an alien as well. Or one of the human puppets being mind-controlled by aliens. Instinctively Isabel put up her hand and sent a wave of energy out toward the man. Although the metal walls clanged from the energy's impact, the man stood there, apparently unaffected by her blast. He smirked. «Your powers can't hurt me.» He took a step toward her. «Kivar wants you back, Vilandra.» 5 Bowie, Arizona Jim Valenti gripped the station wagon's steering wheel tightly as the desert highway slowly unwound before him, the afternoon shadows slowly lengthening across the bare brown land. Amy DeLuca had flattened down the backseat and was sleeping beside him, wrapped in one of the multicolored blankets that River Dog had given them as a buffer against the autumn breezes and the cold desert night. Valenti was extremely grateful that River Dog had aided them without adding further complications to their already precarious situation. The old shaman of the Mesaliko Indian Reservation was an integral part of the alien history of Roswell, though not an active enough part, apparently, to merit investigation by the Special Unit. Those government spooks have no idea just how much the old man knows, Valenti thought. In the 1950s, River Dog had befriended Nasedo, helping heal him after a tribal sweat ritual had gone awry, unbalancing his alien physiology. Though River Dog later lost track of the shapeshifter, he'd never judged him as an evil spirit, as had the tribal elders. Thus, even after the alien killed their mutual acquaintance, author James Atherton, River Dog had trusted Nasedo, and vice versa. The old Native American was one of the few who knew the truth about Nasedo and who hadn't been eliminated by Nasedo during subsequent years. Although Valenti hadn't learned about it until later, River Dog had also helped Max, Michael, and Isabel learn the truth about their alien origins, and had aided Michael in getting through a hallucinatory sickness by restoring the balance of energy within his half-alien body. When he was sheriff of Roswell, one of Valenti's best deputies was Owen Blackwood, who had grown up on the reservation. River Dog had apparently not entrusted Blackwood with any of the secrets of the cave in which Nasedo had lived for a time, nor with the meanings of the alien hieroglyphs engraved on its walls. Instead, River Dog had shared this knowledge with Eddie, a teenager on the reservation. It was Eddie who had met Valenti and Amy earlier when they arrived. This morning's tumultuous events remained green enough in Valenti's memory that he still found himself trembling from time to time, his body tensing with recollections of fear and adrenaline. He had gotten a call from Suzanne Duff, the FBI agent with whom he had worked the Laurie Dupree abduction case the previous year. She had given him a cryptic warning, telling him that he was no longer safe in Roswell. Then, in rapid succession, Valenti had gotten a page from UFO Center proprietor Brody Davis on his special «panic pager," followed by a phone call from Sheriff Hanson, asking him to get into the office early. Hanson wouldn't explain the urgency, but Duff had told Valenti to get himself and anyone else he felt might be at risk from the government's alien-hunters away from Roswell immediately. Immediately after arranging a clandestine meeting in Tucson with Duff, Valenti had called Amy, who had been on her way home from his place to change clothes before opening her shop for the day. She had explained that she was being followed by a black sedan, and the resulting chase had ended in a lumberyard. Valenti had hurried over there and driven off with her before her pursuers had had a chance to follow. Amy had cut her head badly when her car crashed in the lumberyard, but Valenti knew he couldn't risk taking her to the hospital. The safest place he could think of at the moment was the Mesaliko reservation; it seemed unlikely that the Special Unit operatives would think of looking for them there. While an elderly native American woman one of River Dog's friends sewed up the gash on Amy's scalp, Valenti tried to raise Phillip Evans, then Jeff Parker, on his cell phone. Disconcertingly, though not at all surprisingly, there was no answer at either home, nor at either of their business numbers. Valenti then dialed Brody Davis at the UFO Center, and was gratified when he finally got an answer. «Brody? This is Jim Valenti. Are you all right?» The Englishman sounded rattled. «Yes. For now.» «What's going on there? You paged me.» «Yeah, like an hour ago. You told me that pager number was for special emergencies, and I think what I saw certainly qualified as one of those.» Valenti turned and saw that River Dog was regarding him with a calculating stare. «What did you see, Brody?» «A bunch of commando guys broke into the Crashdown Cafe and took Mr. and Mrs. Parker away. I locked the Center down and called you immediately. What took you so long?» «I've been a little tied up, Brody," Valenti said guardedly. «Apparently the Parkers aren't the only ones they're after. I'm on my way out of town now, to try to get some help.» «What's going onT Brody asked, his voice almost a wail. «Men in Black coming to Roswell isn't exactly a new concept to those of us who are UFOlogists, but what do they want with the Parkers? Or youT «I'm sorry, Brody. I can't tell you right now. It's too dangerous.» Valenti knew that Brody was already involved in alienhuman encounters to a far greater extent than he realized; his body was occasionally «abducted," mind-controlled by an entity named Larek, a native of Antar who sometimes communicated with Max and the others from the alien homeworld. As far as Brody knew, he was a multiple abductee but had never been told that his «missing time» hadn't been spent aboard a visiting alien spaceship; the only actual physical interaction he'd ever had with an alien was when he'd employed Max to work for him in the UFO Center. Valenti heard silence on the other end of the line, until Brody spoke again in anxious tones. «Exactly how dangerous is this? They had guns, Mr. Valenti.» Valenti winced. «Where's your daughter, Brody?» «Sydney's staying with family out of town.» «Good. Keep it that way," Valenti said. «You should be safe. I don't think anyone has connected you to the rest of us yet.» «What is this 'us' thing, Deputy? And what exactly is it that I have to worry about?» Brody's voice sounded strained and defensive. 1 can't say I blame him, Valenti thought. «Brody, please trust me when I say that you are better off not knowing right now.» He paused for a moment, considering what to say next. Better to give him an inch than risk him leaping the mile. «All I can tell you is that your work at the UFO Center is a lot closer to the plain truth than you probably ever realized. But the more you know, the more at risk you'll be. You and your daughter and your family.» More silence followed from the other end of the line. Finally, Brody said, «So, what should I do?» Valenti wasn't sure, but he didn't want Brody to know that. He recalled the situation over a year ago when Brody's memory had gone haywire because of Larek's «abductions," and Larek/Brody had taken Max and the others hostage in the Center, which had been a secure bomb shelter back in the 1950s and might be used that way again now. «I know you can lock down the Center," Valenti said. «Do you have supplies there? Can you survive holed up in there for a few days?» «Yes. I've got several months' provisions here if I need them. But I " «You won't need months," Valenti said, interrupting. «Days, at most. Close up shop, lock yourself away, and get done with some of those projects you've been meaning to finish. Try to have as little contact with the outside as possible. But contact me if anything else comes up, all right?» «You'll answer my page this time?» Valenti massaged his temples and sighed. «If I'm able to, I will. But a lot of really big things might be coming down over the next few days. I don't know what the outcome is going to be.» Silence reigned yet again on the other end of the phone, and then Brody said, «I wish you the best of luck, Deputy Valenti.» Not sure if I'll even be a deputy once this is all over, Valenti thought, suppressing a chuckle. «Thanks, Brody. You too. Ill be in touch.» He clicked the phone off. Valenti stood beside River Dog's station wagon as the freshly stitched-up Amy made herself comfortable in the passenger side, preparing to take a much-needed nap. River Dog came up from behind him. «This is someone else who is involved?» he asked, gesturing toward the phone in Valenti's hand. «Sort of," Valenti said, tucking the phone into his belt, between his pistol and handcuffs. «He's become a part of all this. I don't think he's in any immediate danger, though. He probably would be if he knew the real truth about everything.» «I do not know the truth about everything myself," River Dog said. «But what I know here, and what I feel here» he gestured toward his head, then his heart «tell me I must be involved as well. Those whose souls come from beyond must be protected.» Valenti smiled. «That's a pretty enlightened way of looking at things.» «My people have long talked of those who come here from beyond," the shaman said. «As with the men of the earth, so too are the men of the sky. Some have the heart of a butterfly, some have the sting of the scorpion. Max and Michael and their friends have the power to sting, but they choose to use their hearts instead.» Hours later, as Valenti drove with Amy through the Arizona desert along Interstate 10, he replayed the words of River Dog in his mind. River Dog had loaned them the old station wagon, promising that despite its weatherbeaten looks, its engine was more than strong enough to get them to the Dupree mansion in Tucson. Valenti knew that if anyone was looking for them on the road, they'd be less likely to do so in a car as nondescript as this one. Valenti had also traded in his ever-present cowboy hat for a beatup baseball cap, and Amy had pulled her hair back in a scarf it helped hide the stitches and bandage on her forehead as well. Passing through the town of Bowie, Valenti knew he had less than a hundred miles to go before he got to Laurie Dupree's house. He hoped he wasn't walking into a trap laid by Duff, but he felt certain he wasn't. If she were working with the bad guys, she wouldn't have bothered to warn him. He wondered if Duff was now placing her law enforcement career in the same kind of jeopardy into which he had put his own when he'd begun helping Max and the others. He didn't know what he and Amy and Duff and Laurie would be able to accomplish once they got together, but he was comforted that at least he had allies. Not only did he have allies, but so did the kids. He wondered what was happening with the kids since they had e-mailed him yesterday, and hoped that the reason the Special Unit was putting the squeeze on their parents now was because the teens had managed once again to elude their government pursuers. I'll die before I give those bastards any information that might lead them to Kyle, he thought, his jaw set in a hard angle of determination. And I'm willing to bet that Amy and the Evanses and the Parkers feel exactly the same way. Elk, New Mexico At the Special Unit's safe house, Special Agent Patrick Harrison was getting annoyed. When he had gotten the clearance to move in with a special ops takedown in Roswell in the predawn hours, he'd expected it to go smoothly. And to some extent, it had. But to a much larger extent, it hadn't. One of the sweeper teams had picked up Jeff and Nancy Parker without much trouble, but things had gone south when he and his own team had broken into the Evans household. Phillip Evans had been talking to someone on a cell phone prior to his capture, but he had destroyed the phone before they could take him. They had also found a security camera hidden in the living room, which had been outfitted with a broadcast antenna. When they disconnected the cam they had shut down its carrier signal, but they had been unable to determine where the signal had been sent. Shortly afterward, Harrison got word that Special Agent Paige's team had been unsuccessful in capturing Amy DeLuca and Jim Valenti; they had been unable to find them in the several hours that had elapsed since their escape. Harrison expected that Valenti might have left the area, and that caused him concern. Valenti was a law enforcement officer, and therefore had access to resources that most civilians didn't. Harrison ordered the ineffectual Sheriff Hanson to cut off all access codes for Valenti to state or federal databases, and had him put all of his deputies on alert for any sign of either Valenti or DeLuca. «Matters related to national security» was the justification Harrison had given the tongue-tied young sheriff; Hanson had apparently lacked the stones to put up much of a protest. The only other potential persons of interest they hadn't detained were Brody Davis and Charles Whitman. The Davis character ran the UFO Center, and although he'd apparently had extensive contact with the alien teenagers over the past couple of years, his dossier showed that he was essentially clueless as to who and what the teens really were; there was no reason to assume he knew anything about their current whereabouts. Whitman hadn't had more than passing interaction with the parents of his late son's friends for quite some time now. There was no reason for coming after either of them, at least for now. The news from the California compound hadn't been much better than that from Roswell. Three of the alien subjects apparently had been captured in New York, but during their transfer to the Los Angeles facility, two of them had escaped. Commander Matthew Margolin «Viceroy» had passed along the alarming news that with the simultaneous sightings of the aliens in Wyoming and New York, the Special Unit might now be dealing with duplicates of the metahuman teens. Or perhaps even shapechangers. The latter concept chilled Harrison to the bone. Many years ago he had been drafted into the Special Unit by an agent named John Stevens, and he had come willingly. While other government agencies dealt with terrorist threats, military coups, homeland security, or other issues related to national defense, only the Special Unit was in the business of protecting America and its people from the very real threat posed by extraterrestrial beings who had already penetrated the nation's borders. The fact that the Roswell teens had remained undiscovered for so long in a town already seen as a hotbed of alien rumor-mongering was terrifying in and of itself. They are already living among us, and we've been powerless to ferret them out for more than half a century now, Harrison thought. With the alien incursion already a fait accompli, who could say what else they might do? Although Stevens had disbanded the Unit a few years ago, Harrison and the others had been relieved and gratified when Margolin reactivated it. Most of the Unit members considered it their highest patriotic duty to help defend the country against aliens. Especially those that look enough like real humans to hide themselves among us, he thought. Until they decide to turn you inside out or lay their alien eggs in you. Harrison heard the floor creak almost imperceptibly behind him, and turned toward the sound. Agent Cutler was standing there, a frustrated look on his face. He was one of the best interrogators the Unit had, and he'd been interviewing the teens' parents for the past several hours. «Anything yet?» Harrison asked. Cutler shook his head. «Nope. They've all pretty much clammed up. And they want to see each other, to make sure the other parents haven't been harmed.» Harrison snorted derisively. «Have they?» «We knocked the guys around a bit, but nothing major," Cutler said. «Mostly internal bruising. Phillip Evans is really hollering about his civil rights.» Cutler pulled a cigarette from a pack in his pocket and lit it. «We've been giving the women lots of water and juice. They're pretty uncomfortable now since they can't go to the bathroom.» «And they still haven't told you anything useful at all?» Harrison asked. «Nothing yet. They seem pretty set on not telling us anything.» Cutler took a drag on the cigarette and exhaled the noxious gray smoke. «So, I'm going to proceed to the next step in the interrogation process. You wanna be there?» Harrison nodded. «What's the next step?» Cutler smiled a barracuda smile of yellowed teeth. «We give them what they want. We let them see each other.» Nancy Parker was shaking so badly from fear that she could barely walk as they maneuvered her down the hallway. It didn't help that the dark cloth hood they'd put over her face barely let any light in; she could see the shapes of the agents, and the hallway walls of what appeared to be a private home, but she could make out nothing more specific than that. «Where are you taking me?» she asked, trying to keep her voice as even as possible. Her leg throbbed where she had cut it that morning while trying to escape the agents who had invaded the Crashdown, and her bladder was so full, she thought she might burst at any moment. Though they had been interrogating her for hours, they hadn't yet allowed her to use a bathroom. None of her captors answered her, and she dimly saw a door being opened in front of her. The room beyond was bright, and very hot. Someone pushed her inside, and forced her to sit in a chair. Suddenly, the hood was removed, and brightness flooded her vision, forcing her to close her eyes against the painful glare. She heard her husband's voice before she could make out his shape. «Nancy. Are you okay? Have they hurt you?» Squinting toward the sound of his voice, she saw Jeff. He was shackled to some kind of T-shaped post against the wall of a spare, cream-colored room that was almost entirely devoid of furniture or decorations. Jeff's clothes were disheveled, huge sweat stains darkening them under his arms and across his chest. She couldn't see any blood, though she thought his eyes looked oddly unfocused. «I'm fine, baby," she said. «But I really could use a trip to the bathroom. What have they done to you?» «Nothing that won't heal," said a familiar voice. The man sat down in a chair nearby, between her and Jeff. He was the one who had been interrogating her already, on and off for the last… how many hours have we been here? The man was short, with a receding hairline and wavy hair; absurdly, he reminded Nancy of that comedian that Liz had liked so much. Rob Schneider, she thought his name was. He turned to look over at Jeff. «Now we've given you something that you wanted you got to see each other. So it's time for you to give something to us. Quid pro quo.» «Get stuffed," Jeff snarled. Nancy silently prayed that his defiant attitude wouldn't cause him any more pain. «We don't know anything. And we don't owe you anything.» The interrogator calmly lit a cigarette, then moved his chair closer to Nancy's. «Hmmmm, we don't believe you, Mr. Parker. We think you know more than you might think, and certainly more than you want to admit. How about we ask the questions, and if you do know the answer, you tell us?» He blew smoke into Nancy's face, making her cough. «First question.» Interrogator puffed on the cigarette and nodded to one of the other silent agents who had joined him in the room. The other man grabbed Nancy's arm, pulling it forward. Interrogator put the cherry end of his cigarette next to it. Nancy tried to pull her arm away from the heat, but the man only moved the cigarette closer. «What powers does your daughter have, and how did she get them?» Jeff glared, but didn't say anything. A moment later, Nancy felt searing heat connect with her forearm, and she screamed. «Stop! Stop!» Jeff yelled. «Liz says she can see the future sometimes, and 'zap' people. We don't know what that means. And we don't know how she got the powers.» Interrogator smiled at Nancy. «See, that wasn't so hard, was it?» Nancy tried to spit at him, but the spittle just dribbled down onto her shirt. Interrogator stood and walked over to Jeff. He put his hand up to Jeff's neck, his thumb on one side, his forefinger on the other. «Your turn, Nancy. Every second you don't answer my question will be a second that your husband's brain doesn't get any blood.» «Nancy, don't," Jeff started to say, but the sound was cut off as Interrogator squeezed. Calmly, their torturer looked toward Nancy. «How many of the aliens are there? Max, Isabel, Michael, Tess… who else? Are there more than them?» Nancy's mind whirled. It was one thing to be brave when facing the agents in a room by herself, but she couldn't watch them torture Jeff. Her husband looked at her, his eyes pleading. She didn't know if he was pleading for her to not tell, or for her to stop the torture. Seconds ticked by. Jeff's face was reddish and getting more so, and he began to twitch against his bonds. His eyes fluttered, and began to roll back in his head. «Do I need to repeat the question?» Interrogator asked. «We won't kill Jeff. We can revive him. But he may have some brain damage, especially if you force us to do this repeatedly.» Jeff's convulsions stopped, and his body bucked, in full rigor. Then he was unconscious. Interrogator didn't move his grasping hand. «Stop it! I'll tell you!» Nancy screamed, weeping, hating herself for weakness but seeing no other way to save the man she loved. «There are lots of them. The four kids have duplicates, but there are other aliens here on Earth who are looking for them too.» Finally, Interrogator let go of Jeff's neck and stepped away. Jeff's head slumped forward, his body slack against his bonds, unmoving. Interrogator turned and slammed his hand into Jeff's chest. With a gasp, Jeff sucked in air, and his regular but labored breathing resumed a few anxious moments later. The evil Rob Schneider look-alike moved his chair in front of Nancy, then sat down so that he faced her from only a few inches away. Her tears began flowing in an unstoppable torrent as sobs wracked her body. «Now, Nancy, I'm sure that we can avoid any further unpleasantness," Interrogator said, smiling as solicitously as though he were attending a meeting of the Roswell School Board. «Would that be all right with you1.» Through her tears, Nancy regarded the man with a volcanic hatred. Despair threatened to engulf her. Still, a small part of her clung stubbornly to hope. No matter what they do to Jeff or me, none of us actually know where Liz, Max, or the others are right now. And not even this evil bastard can force us to reveal things we don't know. This was her only comfort as Interrogator began forcing her to betray the secrets of her daughter's diary. 6. Boston Jesse Ramirez looked down the street as he got in the taxi, and was grateful he didn't see anyone suspicious following him. He knew he wasn't being paranoid; the strange phone call he had gotten last night immediately after Isabel called him proved he wasn't out from under the surveillance of the Special Unit. He settled into the backseat, grateful to be out of the chill autumn air. He called forward to the driver. «Mass General.» «Da hospital?» the man said in a heavily accented voice. Jesse assumed the man was from Brooklyn. Momentarily, it amused him that whereas New York cabbies all seemed to be from other states or countries, at least one New Yorker had come to Boston to drive a cab. «Yeah, thanks," Jesse responded. «You okay? Do I got to step on the gas a little extra?» the big man asked. Jesse was about to say that he was fine, but as he glanced over his shoulder, he suddenly realized he wasn't. Two cars back in the adjacent lane, he could see a dark sedan with two men in it. Both wore dark suits. One was speaking into a cell phone and looking directly at him. «Yeah, get me there as quickly as possible," Jesse said, trying to come up with a convincing lie. «My wife's gone into labor.» The cabbie grunted and flipped his blinker on, speeding up to switch into the next lane with barely inches between his back bumper and the front bumper of the car behind them. The car honked, and as Jesse looked back, the driver flipped him the bird. Jesse couldn't see the dark sedan, but he knew that only three cars separated them. «Hang on," the cabbie said as he gunned the engine, running a yellow light and turning left across oncoming traffic. Jesse's stomach tightened even further, but they somehow zoomed through the intersection unscathed. «You know, I got five rugrats myself," the cabbie said as he moved down the busy street, swerving in and out of traffic with almost dizzying frequency. «Three back in Brooklyn wit' my first wife, and two here in Boston wit' Sheila. She ain't my wife on accounta me not technically bein' divorced. But I take care of 'em all, which ain't easy on a hack's paycheck. Lucky for me I got VA. bennies from da Gulf War.» Noticing the cabbie glancing at him in the rearview mirror, Jesse nodded agreeably. «We don't have any children yet. Any, ah, other ones, I mean.» The cabbie turned his head and grinned, putting one thumb up. «Da first! Dat one's always best.» «So I've heard," Jesse said, turning to peer out the rear window again. He hadn't seen the sedan since the yellow light; the cab had now turned corners at least five times and weaved in and out of enough traffic that it felt like a roller coaster. I got away from them, Jesse thought, daring to let himself hope. The cabbie continued to talk, and Jesse let the man's words wash over him. Regular, boring, everyday conversation was like a salve to his soul right now. When he fell in love with Isabel, he had never even entertained the thought that he would be on the run from the government because she was half-alien. Not to mention the fact that he had killed one of their agents after the man had threatened her. «We're here, Mac," the cabbie said, punching the meter's buttons. Jesse was shaken from his thoughts and noticed that they were indeed at the hospital. The emergency room entrance, to be exact. Jesse thanked the driver and gave him a hefty tip, then exited the vehicle. He noticed a sign that revealed he was near the corner of Fruit Street and Grove, then turned to scan across the street in search of the restaurant where he was to meet the woman who called herself Denise Prinze. Maybe the emergency room wasn't the best point of reference, Jesse thought, getting his bearings. Cambridge is down that way. He stepped off the curb, intending to follow Grove along the long block toward Cambridge Street when his blood went cold. Coming down the street was the dark sedan. Jesse sprinted back toward the hospital's parking garage, and was grateful that a nurse pushing a woman in a wheelchair momentarily blocked the sedan's approach. Inside the garage, Jesse ran along the wall, crouching low next to the cars as best he could. Luckily, no one was parking or walking to their cars, so no one confronted him. The sedan pulled into the lot, and Jesse ducked down. The passenger, a man in a dark suit, got out and pulled a gun from a holster under his suitcoat. The sedan drove forward, toward the ramp for the next level. The man with the gun peered around the garage, then squatted to look under the cars. Jesse quickly scooted his feet even with the tires of the car he was hiding behind, thankful it was a large SUV Jesse saw a small chunk of concrete nearby, which had apparently broken off from one of the parking barriers. Stretching, he reached for it, mindful that if he fell, the man in the suit would hear him. Finally, he grasped the rocklike object. Peeking up over the edge, he saw the man inching his way along one wall, clearly still looking for hiding places beneath the cars. Come on, pitcher, Jesse thought. All those years oj baseball practice better pay off. He cocked his arm and threw the concrete toward the other section of the garage, past the up-sloping ramp. A few seconds later, it crashed to the ground, skittering across the concrete, and bouncing up to hit a car. The agent's attention was immediately diverted, and he ran away from Jesse, apparently planning on looping around to the far end of the garage from the opposite end. As soon as the man was out of sight, Jesse stood and ran as quickly as he could. He exited onto Grove Street and quickly crossed to Cambridge, checking over his shoulder the entire time. No one appeared to be pursuing him. A short distance down Cambridge Street, he finally saw Antonio's Cucina Italiana. Hurrying, he ducked inside the door, and was greeted by the rail-thin maitre d', whose mustache looked slight enough to thread a needle. «Welcome, signore.» Jesse took a moment to catch his breath. «Hi. I'm waiting for someone," he finally said, moving discreetly away from the windows so as to be as invisible as possible from the outside. «Are you Jesse Ramirez?» the man asked with a sprightly smile. Jesse was a bit taken aback. But since the head waiter didn't look like any federal agent he'd ever seen, he nodded. «Ah Your partner is already here. Sophia will show you to your table," the maitre d' said. A slender, twenty-something waitress behind him gestured for Jesse to follow her. The waitress led him to a table in the back, where the lighting was softer and dimmer. Sitting there was a pudgy woman, her long reddish hair pulled into a french twist, her sober expression and clothing projecting a very businesslike demeanor. She put down her glass and smiled at him. «Jesse?» «Yes, hello.» He sat, taking the menu from the waitress. As soon as the girl had moved away, he faced the woman and said, «So you must be Denise Prinze. What's this about?» «My real name is Shelby Tremaine. I'm a friend of Phillip Evans's," she said. He scrutinized her, one eyebrow cocked. «I heard him talk about you a lot. Why the fake name?» he asked, though he already suspected he knew the answer. «Sorry about that," she said. «I wasn't sure whether your phone was bugged, or if you were under surveillance, so I played it safe.» She took a sip of water from her glass. «After what happened in Roswell this morning, I really believe we're all going to have to play it as safe as possible.» Jess felt several mental alarms suddenly going off all at once. «What's happened in Roswell?» Shelby began to tell him, and Jesse listened, his sense of horror steadily escalating as her tale unfolded. Roswell, New Mexico Brody Davis was pacing in the museum's main exhibit hall. Deputy Valenti's call had really bothered him, and he had come down to the exhibit area to think. The whole morning had been rather freaky, like something out of one of the conspiracy books that lined the shelves of the UFO Center's library. He thought he had an inkling of what was going on, but he couldn't quite connect to it, either rationally or emotionally. The answer is somewhere in my head. Why can't I find it? For some reason, he even felt certain that the morning's events were related to the «missing time» he experienced whenever the aliens abducted him. But he didn't think that another abduction was imminent; those episodes were usually preceded by some kind of premonitory feeling. My spider sense isn't tingling, he thought with a small grin as he remembered Spider-Man's built-in «trouble radar.» The oddest part of his gut reaction was that he felt he had a personal stake in whatever was going on between the blackgarbed paramilitary men, the Parkers, and Deputy Valenti. He wondered what the Parkers had done. Does it have anything to do with the abrupt disappearance of Liz and Max and their jriends? Has somebody abducted them, too? Did they and the Parkers see something that the stormtroopers want kept quiet? It had always seemed to Brody that Max was more connected to the heart and spirit of the UFO Center than he let on. Sure, Max had been an employee before Brody had bought the museum from its original proprietor, Milton Ross. But despite his laconic manner with the Center's visitors and his intense dislike of the vest he was supposed to wear while on duty Max had always seemed to believe that other intelligent life really did exist out there in the cosmos. Of everyone he knew, Brody felt that Max might be the closest to understanding what being an abductee was like, without having been one himself. A vibration in his pants pocket brought Brody out of his reverie. He withdrew his cell phone, pulled up the antenna to its full length, and checked the Caller ID. It was an unlisted name, but he recognized the 617 prefix as from Boston. He pressed the talk button. «Hello.» «Brody Davis, please," the male voice on the other end of the connection said. The voice sounded familiar. «Speaking. Who is this?» «Jesse Ramirez. Isabel Evans's husband.» Now Brody knew why the other man's voice sounded so familiar. He'd only talked with the young lawyer a few times, but had found him to be a pleasant enough guy. «Hello, Mr. Ramirez. What can I do for you?» He hesitated to ask about Isabel. She had disappeared after the West Roswell High graduation ceremony, along with Max, Liz, Maria, and a few of their classmates. If he wants to tell me what happened to her if he knows what happened to her he will. «I know we don't know each other that well, but a situation has come up that I believe you can help me with. And we really need your help.» «What is it that you want, Mr. Ramirez?» Brody was intrigued. «Please, it's Jesse. Something bad happened in Roswell this morning. Something no one is supposed to know about. And I'm certain it's going to be covered up, just like the crash in 1947.» Brody sat on the stairs that led down from the entrance. «Does this have anything to do with the Parkers or Deputy Valenti?» There was a pause at the other end of the line. «You know about that?» «I saw it," Brody said. «I was in the UFO Center early today, and my security cameras caught a squad of Men in Black taking Jeff and Nancy Parker away. I tried to call Valenti about it, but I couldn't get through.» «Do you know if he was taken too?» Jesse asked, urgency audible in his voice. «No. He left town. I don't know where he went. But from what I gathered, the government spooks tried to get him as well. And I think they may have taken others.» Another pause. «They did," Jesse said finally. «They got Phillip and Diane Evans as well. That's part of why I'm calling you.» Brody nodded, even though Jesse couldn't see him. «Okay. So how can I help?» «What if you had the chance to prove that everything you have been presenting at the museum is actually true? The 1947 crash, the cover-up, aliens among us, the whole bit.» Brody stood up, adrenaline surging through his body. «I'd take it. And run with it.» «There are two things we need to do to make this happen," Jesse said, now sounding like a confident defense lawyer addressing a jury. «First, we have to find a way to free the Evanses and the Parkers. And Amy DeLuca, if they have her. And to accomplish all that, we need you to retrieve a video for us.» «A video? Where?» «As far as we know, Phillip had a signal feed from a camera he'd left set up when they took him and Diane captive. The tape is still in Roswell. It will show who took them.» «I may have footage of the Parkers being taken," Brody said. «But the troopers were wearing masks, so it may not do any good.» Something nagged at the back of his mind, and finally he caught it. «You said 'we.' Who's with you? Isabel?» «No, it's a lawyer friend of Phillip's," Jesse said, and Brody heard a tone of sadness in his voice. «Isabel and the others are… involved in this mess, and the government is looking for them. That's why they took their parents.» Brody sat down again, his mouth hanging open. «Oh. My. God. Max and the others… they found proof? Proof of the crash? Proof that aliens are on Earth?» «You might say that," Jesse said. «So we need to blow the lid off this thing, if their lives or the lives of their parents are ever going to get back to normal.» «So what's the second thing you'll need?» Brody asked. «You've got friends in the news and entertainment business, right?» Jesse's voice sounded like he was hesitating. «And as crass as it sounds, you've got enough disposable cash to plan and execute some fairly big publicity quickly?» «Yes to both, but my media contacts are mostly in La-La Land, California. And Valenti told me to stay here for my own safety. I'm at the Center, and I've it locked down.» «If you get us the right people and help bankroll this, we can handle the California end of things," Jesse said. «You probably won't even need to leave the UFO Center. Except for retrieving that video from the Evanses' safe spot, that is. Do you have a way to reach Valenti?» «Yes, I have his pager number," Brody said. «Good," Jesse said. «Because we need to get in touch with him to coordinate our plans. So, here's what I want you to do…» Tucson, Arizona «This goes beyond anything I'd even have conceived of," Suzanne Duff said. «I had no idea the Special Unit would go to these lengths.» Valenti waved his cowboy hat like a fan, trying to cool himself down. The dry Arizona desert air was almost unbearably hot, and he was feeling it. «Come on, Agent Duff, you know as well as I do that a lot of special ops government groups do all sorts of illegal things, from assassinations to running drugs. And you knew about the Roswell cover-up, too. They erased people from existence back then; what makes you believe they wouldn't do the same to a few civilians who got in their way in Roswell today?» Duff finished her drink and didn't answer. Seated nearby, Laurie Dupree used a pitcher to refill her glass with raspberry iced tea. The four of them were sitting out on a veranda overlooking the autumn desert scenery, but none of them could spare time to enjoy the sights. «So, what do we know for sure, then?» Laurie asked. «And what can I do to help?» «Providing us with a safe house has been a blessing, Laurie," Valenti said. «I have some ideas about how to " «Hold it!» Duff interrupted him, and stood quickly. «Safe house. That may be where they're keeping them. I think I» she stopped, waved her hands for a second, then pointed to Valenti «I think I may have something. Laurie, I need to plug my laptop into your DSL line.» «Sure, I'll take you in," Laurie said.


When Duff was gone, Amy looked at Jim, squinting her eyes in the fading afternoon sunlight. «Are you sure you trust her, Jim?» «Duff? Yeah, I do.» Jim leaned forward and took Amy's hands in his, squeezing them slightly. «She saw some things, did some things here at Laurie's house that never made it into any report. She's protected Michael's and Isabel's secrets for over a year now. And she was the one who warned me that the Special Unit takedown was coming. We wouldn't be here now if not for her.» Amy sighed. «It's just hard to… you know I was never one to completely trust the government anyhow. And now I have to trust her, and…» Her voice trailed off. Jim smiled at her, remembering their checkered past together. «You forget, Ms. DeLuca, that I am a government employee too. I've even handcuffed you before.» He paused for a second, then grinned very slightly as he added, «One time, it was even on official business.» Amy blushed, and Jim smiled widely. A moment passed, and Valenti's pager began beeping. He looked down at it. A Boston number? Only one person I know up there. Valenti dialed the number on his cell phone and was pleased to hear a familiar voice at the other end of the line. «Deputy Valenti?» «Hey, Jesse, are you all right?» A heavy sigh, and then Jesse said, «I've been dodging Special Unit agents this morning, and making the acquaintance of one of Phillip Evans's old friends. Are you okay?» «Yeah, just a bit shaken up," Valenti said. «I got Amy DeLuca out with me, but I wasn't able to save any of the others. The feds took Phillip and Diane and the Parkers.» «I already knew that. Phillip's friend told me. Did you hear about what happened with Isabel and the others in Wyoming?» Jesse asked. «Yep. Just recently. A friend of mine from the FBI is here keeping us up to date.» «Does he know anything about where the gang is now?» Jesse sounded worried. «No, she doesn't," Valenti said, gently correcting him. «We're pretty sure they got away clean, which seems to be why the Special Unit has moved on to terrorizing the folks. I think they're upping the stakes.» Valenti saw Amy pointing back behind him. He turned and saw Duff and Laurie returning to the veranda. Duff was smiling and holding her thumb aloft. «I think we might be about to find out where they're holding the parents," Valenti said. «Good," Jesse said. «We have a pretty radical plan here, one that Phillip came up with a few months ago. Lucky for us he prepared for the worst.» «Amen. Let's compare notes and start drawing up a battle plan," Valenti said, grinning. For the first time today, he began to feel some real hope that they might succeed in turning the tables on the Special Unit. 7. Harvard, California Michael checked the rearview mirror again and frowned. «Somebody is following us," he said. «On a motorcycle. And whoever it is keeps getting closer.» He felt his adrenaline racing, perhaps a reminder of the warrior instincts of his former life. «Why don't you pull off at the rest area ahead?» Maria asked, pointing to a roadside sign just before the Microbus passed it. «That way, you might be able to find out who it is, and if I'm not running for my life, I'll at least be able to get out and pee.» Michael winced, then spared a glance over his shoulder at Max, who nodded quickly. «Go ahead, Michael.» Two miles later, Michael veered the Microbus off the highway and down a sloping off-ramp to a rest area. He parked as far away from the other cars and trucks already there as he could. «The bike's still behind us," he said. «Let's get out, Maxwell. I'd say we should be ready for anything.» Max clambered out the van's side door, while Michael jumped out the driver's side. They both quickly made their way to the back of the van. The motorcycle Michael had spotted was coming toward them, but slowing down as the rider braked. The helmeted rider appeared to be male, and he stopped fifteen feet or so back from them. Michael put out his hand, palm first, determined to make short work of this newcomer should the need arise. «Whoever you are, you'd better not make any fast moves.» Very slowly, the rider reached up to remove his helmet. «Chill out, Michael," he said. «I didn't ride all this way to pick a fight with you.» His shoulder-length dark hair came into view first, then his distinctive angular features. «Eddie?» Max said, lowering his own arm from its defensive posture. Michael recognized the rider as well. He was River Dog's young protege from the reservation. The junior shaman. «What are you doing following us? And how'd you find us?» Eddie unzipped his leather jacket, flapping it a bit to cool himself down in the warm evening air. «I guess you could say that Nasedo sent me.» A bolt of anger ripped through Michael. Nasedo had been his mentor, and had pushed him to expand the limits and nature of his powers. And no matter what Tess had said about him at the end, Nasedo had always seemed to have a real affinity for Michael, and to favor him over the other half-alien teens. «Nasedo is dead," Michael said, trying to keep his darker emotions in check. Eddie gave him a half-smile. «From what I understand, some of you have been dead in the past as well. Death is the end of one's life in this body, but not the end of the energy one brings to the universe.» He shrugged, and added, «Or so River Dog tells me.» Maria and Liz had crept out of the VW by now, joining Max and Michael. Maria looked surprised. «Eddie? What are you doing here?» Eddie grabbed a heavy-looking bag off the back of his motorcycle, and then pulled at something that was ducttaped onto the bike's fairing, next to the speedometer. «Why don't we sit on the grass over there and talk? I can explain everything all at once. And maybe work out the cramps in my legs.» The group moved over to a grassy area, and Michael looked to make sure no other tourists were nearby. Eddie unwound the duct tape on the thing he'd pulled from his bike, and Michael suppressed a gasp when he caught sight of the object it had concealed. It was a black pentagonal device; inset into the center was a five-part white node. Surrounding the node, and etched into the black casing, were alien symbols, the runes of the Antarian alphabet. «Nasedo left this with River Dog long ago. It led me here, to you," Eddie said. «It's like a compass or something.» «What do you mean it's like a compass?» Max asked, taking the device when Eddie held it out toward him. «How does it work?» Eddie shrugged. «Whenever I touched it, parts of the white thing in the middle started blinking. And in my head, I suddenly knew which direction to turn, which way to go. I've been driving like a bat out of hell all day to reach you, and this led me to you. I was just trying to figure out which car you guys were in when you pulled over and stopped.» Maria looked skeptical. «Wait a minute. You're saying that this thing is some kind of alien OnStar system or something?» «I can think of weirder things," Eddie said, smiling. He gestured over toward the Microbus. «You guys have any soda or anything? I'm really dry.» Liz got up to retrieve a drink while Eddie took his bag and zipped it open. «I brought you guys all this other stuff as well. Figured you might need it.» Michael looked into the bag and saw a pile of familiar items: the communicator orbs, the alien «Destiny Book» that Tess had pulled from within the wall at the West Roswell High School's library, the healing stone, and one or two other remnants of their alien past. Anger flared in him again. «We buried these! How did you get them?» Eddie remained calm. «I dug them up.» He pointed to the alien compass that was still in Max's hand. «That led me to them. A few months ago, I saw a bunch of government guys combing the desert, looking for something buried. I figured they couldn't be up to anything good. So at night, I went to the spot this compass led me to, and started digging. River Dog and I have been keeping this stuff safe ever since.» Michael's eyes bulged, and he felt as though his head were going to explode. He looked over at Max, and was surprised to see that their fearless leader didn't seem nearly as perturbed as he was. Neither did Maria, who gave Michael a calm down, now look. Michael closed his eyes for a moment and breathed deeply, wondering momentarily if this was how Kyle Valenti «centered himself in his Buddhist meditations. Liz returned with a six-pack of soda and offered a can to everyone. Michael took one, if only to give his hands something else to do other than repeatedly clench and unclench. «Why did you hunt us down to return this stuff?» Max asked. «Because Chameleon told me to," Eddie said just before taking a swig of his drink. «Chameleon is my spirit guide. It's a Native American thing.» He paused again, and a serious expression crossed his face. «I'm sorry, I don't mean to be flip. I do have some serious news to tell you, if you'll let me.» «Go on," Max said. «Very early this morning, government agents came to Roswell. Looks like they arrested Mr. and Mrs. Parker and Mr. and Mrs. Evans. They also tried to get Deputy Valenti, but he got away, with your mother," Eddie said, looking toward Maria. «Apparently, Valenti got away because another FBI agent tipped him off just before the raids went down. River Dog gave him a car so he and Mrs. DeLuca could meet this FBI agent in Arizona somewhere. I don't know where, but it has something to do with some girl you guys once helped. Just before they left this morning, Valenti called the guy who runs the UFO Museum in Roswell, but I didn't hear what they talked about.» He stopped and held up his hands. «That's it?» Michael said, his voice pitched higher than he'd intended. He felt an urgent need a sensation akin to hunger to strike out at the government who had attacked his friends' families. «That's all you know?» «I only heard what Valenti told River Dog," Eddie said. «After Valenti left, I was doing some chores and Chameleon came to me and told me to help.» «You're saying you came to us because a lizard told you to?» Maria asked, also exasperated. She looked over toward Liz, who had suddenly turned chalk-white. «Oh my Goddess! Liz, are you okay?» Liz started to cry, then fell heavily against Maria, who steadied her on her rubbery legs and began trying to comfort her. Max quickly got up and came around behind Liz, enfolding her in his arms, concern etched on his face. Michael wondered for a moment if she was having another one of her future flashes. «They got my mom and dad, Max!» Liz sobbed, showing that her concerns were rooted firmly in the present. «Why would they do that?» Max closed his eyes and gulped audibly. «They're tired of looking for us. That's why things have gotten tougher the last few weeks. They're trying to run us to ground. Flush us out by attacking our families.» «Are you sure you don't know anything else?» Maria asked Eddie. «Was my mom hurtl Was anyone else hurt?» «Your mom got a little cut on her head, but she's fine now," Eddie said. «I guess she crashed her car while running from the government guys.» Michael remembered all the times when Amy's clunky Jetta had gotten him and the others where they'd needed to go, or out of scrapes. if there's a car heaven, I hope the Jetta made it there, he thought. He turned back toward Eddie. «Can you get in touch with Valenti?» Eddie's eyes brightened. «Oh, yeah.» He fished in his pocket and finally produced a scrap of paper. «This is his pager number.» Maria winced. «Pager? That won't do us a lot of good. We don't have a phone for him to call us back on.» «Can't we use the pay phone?» Michael asked, gesturing toward the main rest-area buildings. «They don't allow incoming calls," Max said, his voice flat, nearly toneless, as though his supply of hope had all but bled away. «Damn!» Michael exclaimed, then got up and began to pace. He was feeling boxed in and trapped, and he had never been able to abide that feeling for long. «Call Brody," Liz said between sobs. «He might know more.» «Good idea," Max said. He looked over at Maria. «Can you handle that?» Maria nodded, then held out her hand to Michael. He helped her up. «Come on, Spaceboy. Help me juice up the phone.» «I'm headed to the bathroom," Eddie said. «Anyone want some of those crappy rest-stop cookies if they're giving them out?» They all shook their heads. «Okay. More for other unsuspecting travelers.» Michael and Maria walked toward the battered pay phone that was mounted on one of the rest room building's exterior walls. «You okay?» he asked her. She sniffed, nodding. «I guess. I mean, my mom got away, so it could have been a lot worse for me personally. But I feel awful for Liz.» Michael put an arm gently around her shoulder. «We'll get them back, Maria.» He felt a twinge of guilt. Of all of them, he was the only one without a parent or adoptive parent who was in jeopardy. That's because Hank's dead, he thought, remembering his drunken foster-father's reliable oscillations between abuse and neglect. It's too bad the Special Unit never got their hands on him. At the phone, Michael looked around quickly to make sure no one was watching, and then touched the phone's metal change-box with his palm. A light flashed across his hand for a moment, and then Maria picked up the receiver and dialed. She listened for perhaps a minute, then hung up. «The UFO Center is closed for a few days," she said, facing Michael. Not a good sign, Michael thought. «Does Brody have a cell phone?» «Yeah.» Grinning, Maria gestured toward the phone again, and Michael gave it another burst of power. She dialed, and moments later her grin grew wider still. «Brody? It's Maria! Yes, Maria DeLuca. No, I'm okay. I'm fine.» She paused for a moment to listen, prompting Michael to reflect wryly on how rarely he saw her do that. «Yeah, I heard about what happened to the Parkers today," Maria said into the receiver. «That's why I'm calling. Do you know anything else?» Again, Michael watched her as she listened intently, saying nothing other than the occasional «uh-huh» and «yeah.» He wished he could hear the conversation's other side. «When did they leave? And you're sure they're going to Los Angeles? Okay, hold on.» She scrambled in her pocket for a pen, then jammed the phone between her cheek and shoulder as she quickly scribbled a set of numbers and names across the back of her left hand. «He promised you what? Uh-huh. Well, I'm sure the truth is going to be out soon enough. Look, Brody, I need to go, and I also need you to do a favor for me. When you talk to Valenti, I need you to give him this message. Tell him we're on our way to meet the second protector.» She paused. «I know it sounds weird. Just tell him that. He'll know who we're talking about, and how to reach us. We should be there by late tonight.» Michael turned to see Eddie exiting the bathroom. The Native American man approached him, then beckoned with his finger, apparently wanting to talk with him apart from Maria. «What do you need, Eddie?» Michael asked when he reached the other young man's side. «I hate to do this, but I wasn't thinking real clearly when I left Roswell," Eddie said, an apologetic look in his eyes. «I didn't grab too much money, and I've got to make it back there somehow. Is there any way you guys can help out with some gas money?» Michael smirked. «Sure. Give me all the money you've got. Bills and quarters.» Eddie looked confused, but handed him three onedollar bills, a five-dollar bill, and four quarters. «Wait here," Michael said. «And watch Maria. Tell her I went to the bathroom.» He made his way into the deserted bathroom and entered one of the stalls. He held the money in his hand and concentrated hard. A bright light shined out from his palm as he resequenced the elements of the bills, creating two twenty-dollar bills and one fifty. All of the chemical and physical elements of the bills were already in place; they merely had to be rearranged. Michael had learned the trick months ago, and it was one of the ways the group had kept themselves financially stable during their months on the run from the alien-hunters. Michael then gathered the coins in his fist and gave them a burst of power. With a grin, he remembered how a bit of residual alien energy had affected the dice at the casino when they had visited Vegas last year. He then turned and kicked the flush handle on the toilet, just in case anyone else had entered the bathroom and was wondering what he was doing in the stall. Outside, Maria was waiting with Eddie. Michael handed Eddie the new money and the quarters. «That should get you at least to Vegas, and a hotel. No need to drive through the night.» He grinned, and added, «And use the quarters in the slot machines with the biggest payout you can find. I have a feeling you'll be very lucky if you do.» «Thanks," Eddie said, smiling. The trio soon rejoined Max and Liz near the Microbus. Liz's tears had subsided, but her mood remained decidedly somber. Max kept his arm protectively around her shoulder. «So, what did Brody say?» Max asked. Eddie put up his hand. «Before you guys get into all this, I really ought to get going. At the risk of sounding like I'm running out on you, I think I've come as far as I should.» Smiling apologetically, he added, «There's only so much I'll do on the word of Chameleon.» Max held out his hand for Eddie to shake. «We understand, Eddie. This is our fight, and you've already done a lot for us. Thanks.» The rest of them thanked Eddie as well, and the young man clambered onto his motorcycle and roared off toward the gathering night. Afterward, Maria revealed everything Brody had told her, thereby confirming the information Eddie had relayed to them from Valenti. But Brody had also supplied additional news from Jesse in Boston; Isabel's husband was currently on his way to Los Angeles with a lawyer named Shelby Tremaine, aboard a private plane that Brody had paid for. «And Jesse's also carrying proof that a certain quartet has alien powers, documentation of the government's current harassment campaign, and some other stuff as well," Maria said. «So Jesse and Brody must be planning to 'out' you," Liz said. «I guess we're already 'out' to Brody," Michael said, feeling glum. «Maybe we should just take out full-page newspaper ads.» Liz shrugged. «Might not be the worst idea at this point, if Jesse and Brody think that going public is the only way to put a stop to what the government is doing.» «It's not like we haven't already considered doing that ourselves," Max said, nodding. «Sounds like we're on parallel tracks.» «I know how to reach Jesse and his friend once we get to L.A.," Maria said, displaying the hand onto which she'd transcribed the numbers and names. Michael considered all the years that he, Max, and Isabel had carefully concealed their alien natures from the world, including the adults who had taken them in and raised them. That ingrained caution wasn't easy to simply abandon. But what other choices did they have, other than running, or standing their ground to fight a final, hopeless battle? «I guess that's it, then," Michael said at length. «We've got Jesse and Brody's plan running while we continue on to Langley's estate to get his high-powered Antarian assistance. And we're also armed with more of our alien trinkets, as well as the knowledge that the Special Unit goons are finally really playing hardball with us.» «We already knew that," Max said, his eyes flashing anger. «We're just going to have to play harder.» They gathered the bag that Eddie had brought them, as well as their empty soft-drink cans, and began moving back toward the van. Liz held out her hands. «Wait a second. If Jesse and this other lawyer are on their way to California right now, who's going to meet Isabel and Kyle when they get there?» Michael looked around as everyone's faces went blank. Finally, he replied with the only answer that came to mind. «So they're left alone in Boston. At least they're not on their way to California. And Isabel won't have to face a Special Unit alien autopsy.» Michael noted that this answer seemed to satisfy everyone. Liz and Max ran to take a quick bathroom break, leaving Michael and Maria alone. Climbing into the van with her, Michael took out the alien «compass» and peered at it, trying to divine its workings. «What is it?» Maria asked, concern and curiosity both clearly audible in her voice. «I don't know. I just have a feeling this 'compass' thing that led Eddie to us might turn out to be a problem. What if more of these things are floating around out there?» «But if someone else out there had one of these Spideytracer doohickeys, wouldn't they have already used it to track us down?» Maria asked in return. Michael nodded, conceding that she was probably right. But inside, his growing sense of unease simply refused to abate. 8. Naperville, Illinois I sabel let loose a kick toward her attacker's midsection, but even as she connected, he grabbed her leg and yanked. Offbalance, she felt herself pitching toward the bed. The ruddy-complexioned man was on her in an instant, trying to pin her arms to the side with one hand. Isabel felt utterly vulnerable, but not defenseless. She brought her knee upward, connecting solidly between the attackers legs. He groaned and rolled to the side, the air escaping from his lungs in a great whoosh. Isabel heard a knocking on the door, and Kyle's voice. «Isabel! Are you all right?» The door's locked, Isabel had time to think as she tried to free herself and get over to the door. Far from incapacitated, the man grabbed at her, clutching the towel she had wound around her head, as well as some of her hair. Inches from reaching the lock, Isabel felt herself being yanked backward, off her feet once again. She crashed onto the floor, her head slamming hard enough to make her see stars. Woozy, she looked up to see the man twist something on the alien device he held in his hand. The gadget was pointed squarely at her, and she felt as if she were enveloped in glue, unable to move, barely able to breathe. «You're a feisty one, Vilandra. Kivar will no doubt be delighted to have you back," the man said, a triumphant grin spreading across his broad face. You may have stopped my body, but not my mind, Isabel thought. Concentrating hard, she pictured the lock on the train room door sliding open, then concentrated on a coffee cup she saw on the table. It shot through the air, knocking the device out of her attacker's hands. Still unable to move, Isabel saw Kyle rush into the room with a roar. He tackled the man, driving him back against the table. The top of it splintered, its metal support bent from the impact. The man wrestled Kyle off of him and threw several punches, connecting hard with Kyle's jaw. Kyle toppled over, but quickly regained his footing and charged at the bigger man again. Isabel couldn't turn her head, but she saw Kyle drive the man back, into the bathroom door. There was a sharp crack, and suddenly, the man disintegrated into a pile of gray dust. He's a Skin! she thought. And wherever there's one, there are others. Winded, Kyle slumped onto the floor and looked at her. «I didn't see any others. How did the Skins track us down?» You heard me? Isabel thought. Yeah, Kyle's voice answered in her head. She stared intently at his face, but didn't see his lips move. Get me free from this thing, then, Isabel thought. He used that device to trap me somehow. He fiddled with some dial or switch on it. Kyle retrieved the alien object from the floor and fiddled with it for a moment. Isabel felt the constricting paralysis leave her almost immediately, though she still felt a crackling energy under her skin, like the pins-and-needles sensation of a leg falling asleep from bad circulation. «Thanks," she said, gathering her robe around her modestly. «We've got to find out if there are any other Skins around.» «Oh, there are others, all right," a woman's voice said. Isabel turned to see a middle-aged woman dressed in blue polyester standing in the open doorway. She was holding a pistol with a silencer mounted on the end of its barrel. «Lucinda?» Kyle looked incredulous. «I decided to invite myself to your room, since you weren't about to do it," she sneered. «But I actually don't need you, cutey. I just need her.» The woman turned and fired the gun directly at Kyle. Isabel reacted completely by instinct, instantly erecting an energy force field in front of Kyle. The bullet smashed against the invisible shield and remained frozen in midair, suspended like a fly caught in a web. A second later, Isabel turned and glared at the woman. The bullet reversed its trajectory, piercing the shooter's shoulder at ballistic speed. Lucinda screamed and fell backward, dropping the gun. Using her telekinetic power, Isabel flicked the weapon aside, out of the woman's reach. Kyle was speechless, and stood stock-still, staring at Isabel, who gestured toward Lucinda. «Come on. We need to find out what she knows before more of them show up.» As Isabel and Kyle moved toward the woman, Isabel saw that she was moving one of her hands toward the small of her back. She's trying to dust herself, Isabel thought. Back in Roswell, a friendly Skin named Courtney had taught them about the pressure seal in the human husks that the Skins inhabited; when the seal at the base of the spine was broken, the bodies turned to dust. It seemed to be the only way to kill a Skin. «Not so fast, Lucinda," Kyle said, grabbing the woman's arm before she could complete the act of suicide. He pulled her off the floor and sat her down on a chair. Holding her still with one hand, he reached for his duffel bag with the other. A few moments later, he had her hands securely tied together behind the chair, using the cord from his electric razor. Isabel retrieved Lucinda's purse and opened it. Inside were many of the normal items a human woman would be expected to carry, as well as something unusual. It was another black pentagonal device, with a raised white area in the middle. The white central nodule was split into five parts, and the outer black casing area bore alien symbols that Isabel recognized as Antarian. «What is this?» Isabel asked the woman. «No," Lucinda said, shaking her head. «You can do whatever you want to me, but I won't give you any answers.» Isabel heard Kyle's voice in her head again. She's right. She was ready to kill herself. Why would she tell us anything? I have an idea, Isabel thought. But I'm going to need your help. Isabel faced the woman again. «Have you ever met Nicholas?» Lucinda smirked derisively. «N'Kolus? Your ex-lover on Antar? Of course.» Isabel tried to remain unfazed, though she knew that Kyle hadn't been aware of that shameful episode from her past. «Then you know that Nicholas has the power to remove memories from the minds of others. That's what we're going to do to you.» Glaring, Lucinda said, «You don't have that kind of power.» «Maybe not all by myself," Isabel said, nodding toward Kyle. «But in case you haven't noticed, I'm not all by myself.» Lucinda's eyes widened in something that looked very much like fear. Kyle felt Isabel's hand on his shoulder and heard her voice in his head. Go ahead, Kyle. I don't know what I'm doing, he thought, wondering if he'd ever get used to having conversations inside other people's heads. Still, he did his best to reach out with his thoughts just the same. In his mind, Isabel was there, and they walked together in darkness. Ahead of them were lights, flashing by. They walked closer to the moving lights and saw that it was as if they were looking through a train window, out at the world speeding by outside. Except that everything seemed to be moving backward. Then Kyle saw the events of the last several minutes quickly rewinding, and entirely from Lucinda's viewpoint. As though he had temporarily taken up residence in her body, he observed in silence as she walked backward from the sleeping car, unscrewed the silencer from the barrel of her gun and put both back into her purse, and watched as Kyle exited the lounge car. Suddenly, Kyle seemed to be back in his own body, standing beside Isabel in the darkness. «You met her in the lounge?» she asked, obviously having just witnessed everything he had just seen/experienced. «Didn't Liz tell you to stay away from the woman in blue polyester?» «She came over to me," Kyle protested, feeling slightly overwhelmed by this bizarre, almost out-of-body experience. He watched as Isabel or the mental representation of Isabel that stood beside him in this strange mindscape raised an eyebrow, clearly skeptical about his protestations of innocence. She abruptly adopted a more serious demeanor. «Is there any way to go to a specific memory, or do we just scroll backward until we hit on it?» He shrugged, or his ectoplasm did. «Hey, I'm afraid this new superpower of mine didn't come with a user's manual. Until the last few days, my closest brush with the paranormal was a few dreamwalks courtesy of my own private Psychic Friends Network. Isabel Evans was the one who took me on those trips, if I remember her name right.» Isabel returned his shrug. «Fair enough.» Though he was still almost completely at sea about how his new abilities worked, Kyle decided it wouldn't hurt to try to use them to help her in any way he could; he might even impress her a little bit in the process. He felt his brow furrow as he concentrated. How did you find us? he thought, conscious that he was thinking within a psychic space that he had somehow constructed from his own thoughts, as well as from the memories of an alien woman. The background around them changed, and he was once again seeing/experiencing Lucinda holding the pentagonal device, which she pointed toward the second level of the train, where earlier Isabel and Kyle had been eating lunch. The white lights on the device were blinking in a fast, repeating sequence. The ruddy-faced man the Skin who had turned to dust after attacking Isabel was beside Lucinda. Then, the pair walked backward, exiting the train and the train station, entered a car, unparked it, and drove backward away from the train depots garage. Lucinda was holding the device the entire time, studying the changing patterns of lights in its center. «They caught up to us at the Fairfield station," Isabel said. «That thing must be some kind of tracking device.» She turned to Kyle. «Is that how they keep finding us? Where did these gadgets come from?» Kyle pushed his thoughts further toward Lucinda's memories, trying to cleave through them as quickly as possible. He felt her mind rebel against his intrusion, felt her memories rip like crepe paper bunting as he moved through them. He tread as carefully as he could, and felt horrible that he was using violence even violence on an abstract plane such as this was anathema to his Buddhist sensibilities but he knew that innocent lives might depend on his finding out the truth about the aliens who had dogged them just as much as the Special Unit had. And then he saw it, and heard Isabel gasp as she did as well. Lucinda was standing in a parking lot, looking at the pentagonal device, whose white lights were flashing quickly. It beeped as well, as though sounding an alarm. And then Lucinda was running backward, putting the device into her purse; next she was inside a store, closing her purse and putting her groceries back on the counter. She took her check back from the clerk and dated it: May 15, 2000. Isabel looked at Kyle in surprise. «That was the day we activated the communicators.» «And?» Kyle rolled his hands, mimicking a snowball rolling down a hill. «I wasn't there. What happened?» «I was in the cave in the desert, with Max, Michael, and Tess," Isabel said. «We activated the communicators after Nasedo left. We saw a message from Max's and my mother. She talked about our destiny as the Royal Four.» «Well, those communicators must have caused something else to happen too, considering all the close encounters we've all had over the past couple of years," Kyle said. «That must explain how some of the aliens who've attacked us have managed to find us," Isabel said, nodding. «These devices must be tuned in to our bodies somehow. Or our brain waves. Or something.» Kyle nodded. «Or maybe it's your Antarian genes they're tuned to.» Isabel considered that for a moment. «Wouldn't that mean that our New York duplicates would have been tracked too?» «Do we know that they haven't been?» Kyle said. «Good point. Why don't you ask this Skin woman about that.» Kyle pushed again, but didn't find anything this time. «I think we've about tapped her for information," he said, hoping that his inquiries hadn't permanently injured her. A moment later, he and Isabel opened their eyes, and they were back in the train's sleeper car. Lucinda looked as if she had been whacked in the head with a hammer. But her eyes were open, if barely focused. «Damn you, Vilandra!» she spat. «You'll betray everything and everyone around you, no matter how many lives fate grants you! But Kivar won't stop either. He'll keep sending more of us after you as many times as it takes. And finally, one day " Kyle saw Isabel's jaw clench, and she blinked once. Lucinda's body abruptly tumbled into a pile of gray ash, spilling all over the chair and floor. Her empty blue polyester suit collapsed like a deflated balloon, and the electrical cord that had tied her hands dropped limply behind the chair. «Did you do that?» Kyle asked, unable to keep the shock out of his voice. Isabel turned toward him with eyes like storm clouds. «Kyle, this is war. She would have killed you, and who knows what they wanted to do with me. Michael is right. We cannot keep running. We can't keep showing mercy to our enemies. There may or may not be any more Skins on this train, but who knows how many of them or other aliens, like the ones who kidnapped those girls in Stonewall are tracking us right now? Not to mention the Special Unit.» Kyle considered arguing with her, but the barely restrained fury behind her eyes persuaded him not to try. Instead he turned and looked for something he could use to sweep up the mortal remains of their two Skin attackers. Later Isabel found Kyle sitting up in the trains observation lounge, where he was looking out into the night through the large window. No one else was in the room since there was so little to see on this leg of their voyage to Boston via Chicago, particularly at night. «There you are," Isabel said. «Took me a while to find you.» She felt a pang of remorse for having been so rough with him earlier, after the encounter with the Skins. «Why didn't you just use our psychic link?» Kyle said dryly. «I'm not sure how to activate it," she said, sitting down near him on the padded bench. «I think you have to want it to be activated. Or start it somehow.» «Like I keep saying, I'm kinda new to this whole 'alien powers' thing," Kyle said. «I didn't expect to become a charter member of the Psychic Hotline after I graduated from high school.» Isabel smiled, then reached forward to grab his hand. «Hey, I'm sorry about earlier. I didn't mean to go all Buffyversus-evil on you.» He squeezed her fingers, then withdrew his hand. He offered her a slight smile. «It's okay. Maybe I'm just freaked out because your robe didn't cover very much when I was trying to save your life.» Isabel felt herself blushing, and she glared at Kyle. «Ahhh, I try to make peace, and you try to embarrass me. You'd better watch out, Kyle Valenti. I might dreamwalk you and find a way to make you absolutely terrified of nubile, seminude women.» They sat silently for a while, sneaking looks and smiles at each other. Was this a flirtation? Suddenly, Isabel felt another stab of guilt. Jesse. Kyle was the one who finally broke the silence. «Let's try Jesse.» Isabel raised an eyebrow, wondering if Kyle had tapped into her thoughts again. «Try Jesse how?» Kyle snorted. «Get your mind out of the gutter, Isabel. Let's try contacting him. Use me as your psychic superhighway. It'll be good practice, and;might even make me feel more positive about using these new powers of mine.» Isabel nodded. She looked into Kyle's eyes, then closed hers. She reached out toward Kyle with her mind, but saw nothing but darkness. And then suddenly, she was spinning, traveling down a corridor of multicolored lights, spiraling toward an almost dazzling brightness. «Jesse?» Isabel saw him sitting in the seat of a smallish plane, one of whose jet engines was visible through the window. Jesse was leafing through a stack of manila files that sat in his lap. «Jesse?» He looked up and straight at her, surprise on his face. «Isabel? What? How are you here?» «I'm not," Isabel said, looking around the plane's compact cabin. She actually felt as though she were standing in the aisle beside him, and ducked her head to avoid bonking it on the ceiling. And she noticed that Kyle was apparently standing beside her as well, although Jesse had so far shown no sign of noticing his presence. «It's a long story," Isabel told Jesse. «I'm here courtesy of a friend's emerging new powers. But I'm really not here I'm actually on a train headed toward Chicago. After that, I'll be on my way to see you in Boston.» Jesse looked surprised. «When did this happen?» She opened her mouth to answer, and he interrupted her. «Wait, you can't see me in Boston. I'm flying to Los Angeles.» «Why L.A.? And why now?» Isabel looked around at the surroundings. The only other person in the plane's cramped cabin was a roundish woman who reminded her a bit of one of the lawyers from The Practice. She seemed oblivious to Isabel's presence, and to the fact that Jesse was having an animated discussion with her. «The Special Unit came after me. And I'm not the only one, Isabel. They… they picked up your parents already.» «What?» The image of the plane shifted and stretched, as if Isabel's mental image of it was fracturing. As Jesse filled Isabel in on the day's events, she saw Kyle watching from the back of the cabin. He was frowning. Jesse told her about the abductions that had just taken place in Roswell, his own harrowing close call in Boston, about Valenti and Brody and about the plan Phillip Evans had put in place in case of this very emergency. «It's the only way, Isabel.» "'Outing' us to the world? Seems pretty extreme.» «These are extreme times. Your father understands that. That's why he planned for this eventuality.» She sighed. «So much for any chance we might have had for a normal life once the world hears that Max and Michael and I are aliens. People will freak out from coast to coast. They'll come after us with torches and pitchforks.» Jesse smiled slightly. «Don't be so sure about that, Isabel. How many people do you think will really believe you're from another planet? If America 'freaks out,' then the government will get the worst of it. When people look at you, they'll see a bunch of kids being victimized by an out-of-control agency. Those torches and pitchforks will be for the Special Unit.» Isabel decided to table that issue for the moment. «How were you able to take a private plane?» she asked. «Brody paid for it. He's loaded, Isabel.» At that moment, Isabel made a decision, though she was aware that probably it was exactly the wrong decision. But it was hers to make. «Land in Chicago, Jesse. We'll be there in less than an hour. Kyle and I will come with you to Los Angeles.» Jesse's eyebrows pulled together. «Seriously?» «Seriously.» Isabel saw Kyle's eyes bugging out. He was obviously privy to the conversation. She stared at him for a moment, willing him to stay silent. He seemed to take the hint, or perhaps he didn't want to risk overstraining his new ability by injecting his own thoughts across the mental connection he'd forged between her and Jesse. Still, the look in his eyes asked a clear question: Are you crazy? After all, Liz had had several future flashes of Special Unit doctors slicing her open like a trout. Jesse nodded, and she forced thoughts of Liz's premonitions aside. «Okay," he said. «I'll meet you in the Windy City.» «I'll find you, Jesse.» He looked wounded. «You have to go now?» She nodded. «I don't want to put too much strain on Kyle's new power. But I'll see you soon. I love you.» «I love you too, baby," Jesse said. And then, Isabel was back in the train's car, staring at a very annoyed Kyle. «What are you thinking!» Kyle asked. «You know that if we go to California, you run the risk that Liz's premonition will come true.» «I know," Isabel said. «But I don't want Jesse to know about that.» She gave him a severe look. «I'm serious, Kyle. He doesn't hear about it. At least not until we rejoin the others.» «I think this is a very bad idea," Kyle said. Isabel nodded, then let out a heavy sigh. «Yeah, it probably is. But maybe we've already altered the present enough so that the future Liz saw can't happen.» Kyle lapsed into silence for a moment. «Do you really think this idea that your dad put together to 'out' you guys and the Special Unit will work? It sounds awfully iffy.» «I'm not sure I like it either," Isabel said, waving her hand to one side. «But if we're all together in California, with the resources to make that choice if we need to, then maybe we'll find another option instead.» She brightened for a moment, and placed her hand atop his again. «Hey, there's one good thing about this. Your powers worked pretty well this time.» Kyle snorted. «What exactly are these powers? I don't really have a clue.» «Looks to me like some kind of third-party telepathy thing, except when it comes to those of us who already have powers," Isabel said. «You seem to be amplifying my powers, for instance. I can dreamwalk people when they're asleep, but I think you enabled me to do it while Jesse was awake.» She paused and thought for a moment. «Maybe you're like a psychic road for normal people, but a superhighway for aliens?» «Great," Kyle said, his voice lacking any trace of enthusiasm. «You know, when we took those aptitude tests in high school, I knew there was a reason that I scored so well on the 'psychic highway construction worker'job category.» «Hey, at least it's better than the 'alien-hunting government agent' job," Isabel said. They both laughed, but she thought she heard a brittle edge behind their mirth. Jesse made his way to the pilot's cabin of the private jet. He tapped the pilot and copilot on the shoulders. «We need to go back and land in Chicago.» The pilot looked at him as if he had grown a second head. «What? We're already almost to Colorado.» «That's why I said we need to go back» Jesse said firmly. «We have two more people to pick up there.» «Why didn't you tell us earlier?» the copilot asked. «I didn't know earlier," Jesse said. «Look, you guys are making some good money on this trip. Just accept that this will make your paycheck even bigger, okay?» «You're the boss," the pilot said, giving him a mock salute. Jesse made his way into the back seating area again. Shelby looked up and saw him. «What was all that about?» she asked. «We're going back to Chicago," Jesse said. «My wife and Kyle Valenti are on their way there now. We're taking them to California with us.» Shelby raised an eyebrow, but didn't argue. Jesse sat back in his seat and smiled to himself. After the stress of the last day or so, it would be heavenly to see Isabel again. With her by his side, he was sure that everything was going to work out for the best. 9. City of Industry, California Wight was falling quickly, and Rath was grateful for its concealing shadows. The building he and Lonnie stood before was old, industrial, and had obviously seen better times. Rath thought its best days were probably decades behind it, when it had probably been some sort of factory or cannery. Strangely enough, the crumbling, peeling, three-story edifice was located right in the heart of the aptly named City of Industry just outside of Los Angeles proper along 5 Freeway. As far as he could tell from the outside, the place was abandoned. If the place had ever been equipped with obvious external security cameras or entry keypads, they had been pilfered long ago. Leave it to the MiBs to be sneaky enough to hide their crazy Dr. Evil headquarters right out in plain sight, Rath thought. But this is definitely the place. He wasn't quite sure exactly how he knew that. But he did, and with a conviction he'd never known before. He would have staked his life on it, and supposed that he might already have done so. Lonnie crouched beside Rath in the narrow alley as he peered through the basement-level window. His view was obscured by the iron bars that covered the low window frame, the grime on the panes, and the impenetrable darkness that lay beyond both. «The bad guys might be watching us," she whispered, her breath warm and pleasant against his ear. «They can hide their spy cameras just about anywhere.» Rath nodded silently, then turned to face her. «Maybe they can't watch every little crack we find in their armor," he said with a shrug. «Maybe they're not expecting us to try something like this.» «Maybe," she said, sounding unconvinced. Rath noticed, however, that she wasn't making any move to back away from what they'd decided they had to do. Perhaps the fact that they had used their shapeshifting abilities to darken their hair and alter their clothing to something more MiB-appropriate had bolstered her confidence. Lonnie suddenly put her arm around him and drew him into a moist, languid kiss. «For luck," she said after coming up for air. He smiled wryly as he pushed her gently away. «Let's focus. And try not to start anything we don't have time to finish.» Then he turned his attention back to the window, straining once again to see what lay beyond it. He might as well have been staring into a coal mine at midnight. If we had any brains at all, we'd run like hell and forget all about trying to bust Ava out. With nearly as much conviction as he'd felt that he'd found the place where the MiBs had taken Ava, a small, still voice in the back of his mind whispered, This is a trap. But his need to find Ava, to reassemble the East Coast Royal Four as completely as was possible after Zan's death, won out. Almost of its own volition, Rath's right hand came up. His palm immediately began glowing cherry red, and he placed it against one of the bars, melting it into semiliquid goo. Lonnie silently did likewise, as though reading his mind. Within seconds, the bars melted like butter and began to liquefy. The beads of molten metal scattered away from their skin, propelled by the waves of force being channeled through their minds and fingers. A few moments later, the window itself had gone the way of the iron bars. An entry into the dark unknown yawned before them, beckoning. We're coming for you, Ava, Rath thought, disregarding the alarms that were sounding in his hindbrain. Hang in there, Queenie. The general of the Armies ofAntar is riding to the rescue. Rath let himself down into the basement window first, then helped Lonnie lower herself to the floor. Rath took her hand, cautiously advancing into the darkness until his eyes began to adjust. The dark basement seemed filled with odd shapes that suggested broken, discarded factory equipment to Rath. Soon they reached the far wall, which lay some thirty feet from their improvised entryway. Feeling along the far wall in the shadows, his left hand fell upon a doorknob. Locked. He smiled, then channeled some of his power into his hand. The knob fell away onto the concrete floor with a dull clunk, and the door slowly swung open, letting in light from the other side. «Here goes," he said, then stepped across the threshold into the light. Margolin made sure once again that his protective skullcap hadn't slipped. He watched the surveillance room monitor in silence, as did a half-dozen other dark-suited agents, all of whom were outfitted with psi-protective headgear. «I've really got to hand it to you, Viceroy," said Bartolli, who stood at Margolin's side, also clad in a foil cap. «This was a brilliant idea the crazy party hats notwithstanding.» «The fugitives have entered the central corridor," one of the agents reported unnecessarily, her hand on her headset. Margolin smiled, pleased to have reminded the ambitious Bartolli yet again why he, Viceroy, was the one charged with running the Special Unit. On the monitor, the Guerin boy and Isabel Evans or perhaps the duplicates that the interrogation team in Elk, New Mexico, had reported were striding with apparent impunity down a well-lit, carpeted corridor. They're getting close, Margolin thought, determined that none of his quarry would elude him this time. «Gotta give them credit for being confident," Bartolli said, watching the screen as he idly played with the long, wicked-looking knife he had carried ever since his Navy SEAL days back in the 1980s. Margolin chuckled. «The credit belongs to the Harding girl, now that we've tapered off her tranquilizers. After all, she knows that her little friends need to be brave and loyal if they're to stand any chance at all of rescuing her. So she's apparently given them more than enough bravery and loyalty.» «No doubt after trying and failing to use her persuasive powers on us» Bartolli said, pointing to the foil cap on his head. «Of course," Margolin said, nodding. «If one wants an adversary to move in a particular direction, one has to close off all the alternatives. She knows her only chance is to reach straight into her friends' minds and force them to come back and get her.» Margolin watched as the two teens sneaked up on a trio of apparently oblivious agents working a security post. They began reaching for their weapons a little too late per their orders and were slammed roughly into a wall by blasts of amber-colored power from the Guerin boy's hands. Margolin noted how still the agents lay afterward, and hoped that they were merely unconscious. Bartolli shook his head. «Did we really need to let that happen?» he said, pitching his voice so that only Margolin could hear him. «Absolutely. They have to think they're getting the better of us… until the time comes to spring the trap.» «This is almost too easy," Lonnie said, pointing to the clipboard that hung on the door ahead of them. HARDING, TESS, it read. Tess Harding, she thought. That's the name oj the other Ava, the one from way out in the New Mexico boonies. The one Ava said died a few months ago. That must be who the MiBs think they've grabbed. They must think Rath and I are part oj that defective Roswell bunch too. «Easy, nothing," Rath said, beginning to look tired. «It wasn't exactly a picnic in the park bringing down those guards, dear Vilandra.» «Yeah, but there should have been more of them," Lonnie said. And yet, despite her misgivings, despite her growing fear that they had both been drawn into an elaborate trap, she found that she could not turn back. «This is where they're holding Ava," Lonnie said, gesturing toward the door. «It has to be.» Rath scowled, pointing at the clipboard that bore Tess Harding's name. «Thank you, O Mistress of the Obvious. I managed to Mulder that one out for myself.» Lonnie ignored him. Against her better judgment, she placed her hand on the doorknob, turned it, and discovered that it wasn't locked. Very slowly, she pushed the door open. Rath led the way yet again, prompting Lonnie to wonder when her usually self-absorbed lover had become so chivalrous. It was almost as though he was being influenced by some outside force. Oh, my God, she thought, following Rath into the room as she realized what must have happened. The room she and Rath entered contained what appeared to be a large surgical operating theater, almost like something out of Young Frankenstein, only a lot more modern. A balcony, filled with empty seats, overlooked the place from above. The room's center was dominated by a large flat table, over which hung a large cluster of gleaming metal lamps. The table was surrounded by a confusing array of IVs, tubes, respirators, and chrome-plated medical monitoring equipment, none of which appeared to be turned on at the moment. But it was the body strapped to the table that drew Lonnie's attention the most. It was Ava, and she was alive, trying to raise her head in their direction. «Thank God you guys finally made it," Ava said to them both, smiling broadly. «I knew you wouldn't leave me here.» Lonnie only glared silently at her. «Looks like you didn't leave us a whole hell of a lot of choice," Rath said, evidently having just come to the same conclusion Lonnie had. «You mindwarped us into rescuing you," Lonnie said, wondering momentarily how Ava had managed to influence them over a distance of several miles. Had the bond between the Royal Three really grown so strong over the years? Or had the MiBs drugged her in a way that ramped her powers up instead of damping them down? Ava seemed to be trying to shrug, despite the bonds that held her down by the wrists and throat. «Do you mind if we argue about that later? After you get me out of here?» Lonnie raised her hand and released a burst of energy. The strap holding down one of Ava's wrists shattered, scattering bits of debris around the room. «Hey!» Ava shouted. «Take it easy!» Rath stepped forward, raised his hands, and released another three blasts in quick succession. A moment later, Ava was wobbling on her feet and staring defiantly at them both. «I'm not going to apologize for bringing you here," Ava said. «And I wouldn't have had to do it if you hadn't dumped me back at LAX.» Rath shook his head. «I don't get it, Ava. If your power is strong enough to do a direct-dial, long-distance mindwarp, then why didn't you just force the MiBs to let you go? Why drag us right into their evil lair?» «Must be those tinfoil hats.» Lonnie was sure she must have heard that wrong. «What are you " «Freeze!» shouted a rough voice from up on the balcony. «Get on the floor! Now!» Lonnie felt rooted to the floor, unsure of what to do. Time seemed to slow, as though everyone present were swimming in a vat of syrup. In the balcony above, several black-suited MiBs were taking two-handed aim with huge pistols that wouldn't have looked out of place on Han Solo's hip. She watched as Rath extended his hands and released a rapid succession of power blasts. He hit the floor, rolled, fired again, and then bedlam broke out in the balcony as the MiBs seemed to begin fighting among themselves. Bullets caromed around the room. At least one slug struck Rath in the shoulder. Another appeared to strike Ava in the side. «Come on!» Rath shouted, ignoring his wound as he ran for the door. Ava followed immediately, and Lonnie at last began moving, bringing up the rear. Then something struck her in the back, knocking the wind from her and casting her down into a black abyss. Shunting aside the resentment he felt toward Ava, Rath allowed his military instincts to take over. His hands glowed and throbbed with power as he counted the MiBs on the balcony. Five of them, he thought, releasing blast after blast from his palms. Like the three guards they had overcome out in the corridor, these guys all wore what appeared to be tinfoil beanies. Like crazy homeless people, but with better clothes, Rath thought as he threw himself to the floor, rolled, and sprang back to his feet, loosing another quick pair of blasts. One of the MiBs lost his skullcap from the impact. Rath realized that Ava was taking full advantage of that when the hatless agent suddenly turned his weapon on the man beside him, shooting him in the chest. A third agent brought his weapon up and dropped the hatless man in his tracks. Something bit him on the right shoulder. It felt like a beesting, though the warm, wet flow of blood and the sensation of burning betrayed it as a gunshot wound. Rath decided to assume that these guys were all done fooling around with lasers and stun-guns. «Come on!» he said, sprinting for the door and swallowing his pain. He heard the girls' footfalls behind him, but didn't look back as he ran into the corridor. He put up a force field between himself and the dozen or so federal agents who were now swarming toward him from both ends of the hallway. Bullets and trank darts spattered ineffectually against the energy barrier. Guess they're not all shooting to kill, Rath thought, not comforted in the least by the observation. «The way we came in isn't that far from here," he shouted, still running. Ava, though still unsteady, was keeping pace alongside him. «Keep aiming your blasts at their headgear, Rath," Ava said. «Maybe I can make enough of them think we're invisible so we can slip out of here.» Only then did Rath notice that Ava's postpunk ensemble was spattered with fresh red blood, evidently her own. And that Lonnie hadn't made it out into the corridor. «Lonnie! We've gotta go back for her!» Bullets whizzed down the corridor, only to be stopped by Rath's force field. He looked into Ava's eyes, and she met his gaze without flinching. «We go back for Lonnie, we get captured. AH of us. You want that?» No, Rath thought. And Lonnie wouldn't want that either. As they fought their way to the lightless basement through which Rath and Lonnie had entered the building, Rath kept telling himself that Lonnie would want him to escape, even if she couldn't. Something in the back of his mind told him that the only way he could get to safety was to be forcibly mindfreaked by Ava, who wasn't even allowing him to be angry about that for the moment. Disgusted, Margolin gestured toward the table in the center of the operating theater. The agents the ones who hadn't been zapped into insensibility or killed by the escaping teens, that is hastened to place the unconscious Evans girl there, in the spot previously occupied by Tess Harding. Harding's escape, and that of the Guerin boy, rankled him. I was overconfident again. He swore not to be so careless next time. Bartolli approached him, an accusatory look on his hatchetlike face. But he appeared to be sensitive enough to Margolin's simmering anger not to offer any unsolicited criticism of the Special Unit's latest failure. Evidently even a predator like Bartolli knew better than trying to bite the big dog at a time like this. «What now?» was all Viceroy's second-in-command said. After a moment's thought, Margolin replied. «We move forward with the disposition of the one alien still in our possession. While she's still in our possession.» Bartolli nodded. «You want to make an example of her.» «Damn straight I do," said the man called Viceroy, recalling the vivisection that the late Special Agent Pierce had almost succeeded in performing on Max Evans in a facility not too different from this one. «Call the medical guys back in, and tell them they have the green light to find out what makes this alien tick.» Viceroy grinned a death's-head grin. «The time has come for invasive procedures.» 10. Los Angeles «I I think it's just up this way," Max said, pointing to the road that veered off to the right, just ahead of the Microbus's headlights. He had to admit that even he was getting frustrated trying to find his way to Langley's mansion through the steep labyrinth that was the Hollywood Hills. And it was especially hard to do this at night. «What's the compass-thingy say?» Maria asked. Liz looked up, exasperated. «I don't know. I can't seem to read it right. The lights keep pointing all around. It's not making any sense.» «Too bad he's not on one of the maps of the stars that all those people on the street corners were selling," Michael said, then turned the steering wheel sharply. «So, we try this road now.» As they passed impressive house after impressive house, Max had to marvel at the money people spent to live in such luxury. He was amused that although he used to be a king and likely lived very well he had become so used to a far simpler life in Roswell that this sort of opulence seemed excessive to him now. Almost embarrassing. «I remember that place," Max said, pointing straight ahead. «Langleys is about half a mile past that.» A short distance farther, Michael pulled the van over into a gated driveway. Cameras on top of the gate swiveled toward the van, and a voice issued from a black box atop a post near the driver's side. «State your business.» «Maxwell Evans and company, here to see Kal Langley," Michael said. «Mr. Langley is occupied at present," the officious voice said. «Do you have an appointment?» «No, we don't have an appointment. Would you just tell him that Max Evans is " «I'm afraid you'll need to make an appointment with Mr. Langleys office," the man said, interrupting Michael. Michael turned to Max. «I thought you said you could make this guy do whatever you wanted?» «I can, but I have to get to him first," Max said. «It doesn't work on flunkies.» «Screw this," Michael said. He leaned out the window and pushed his palm outward, in the direction of the iron gate. His palm glowed red for a brief moment, then the gates burst open in the center. Michael drove the Microbus up into the driveway, and the four of them piled out of the vehicle. Max led the way up the steps, expecting to hear alarms or the shouts of security guards any second. Instead, the door was opened by a fiftyish man in a suit. «Good evening, Mr. Evans. Mr. Langley will be down momentarily.» As they stepped into the foyer of the mansion, Michael asked, «Why didn't you just let us in, if you knew Max was okay?» «Because Max is not okay to just drop in on me whenever he feels like it.» The voice came from a balding man with squinty eyes, who was descending the stairway. He was tying a robe closed around his bare, hairy chest. «I'm sorry, Kal, but it's important that we talk to you," Max said. «Yeah, that's what you said last time, too, and we both know how well that worked out," Langley said, a sour look on his face. «You completely screwed up my life.» Max sighed heavily. «I'm sorry. I did what was necessary.» «Was it necessary to zap my gate out front just now? On camera?» Langley gestured to his butler. «It's a good thing Belton here knows what's up, or we'd both have some explaining to do.» «If he had let us in, we wouldn't have had to zap it," Michael said defensively. Langley regarded him for a moment. «Surly attitude. Jumps before thinking. I'd guess you must be Rath's duplicate, huh?» He didn't wait for an answer before turning to peer at the girls. He pointed at Liz, then Maria. «I'm betting that you're Ava, and you're Vilandra. Nasedo must have taught you more about shapeshifting than I realized. You know, you seem a lot shorter than the real Vilandra, but given our average height here relative to on Antar, I guess it's a wash.» Max was astonished, and he looked over toward the butler. «How much does this guy know?» he asked Langley. Langley snorted. «Belton? He's a Krandal. They were one of the races loyal to you back in the Antarian system.» «And he's working for you? On Earth?» Michael sounded incredulous. Langley spread his hands and furrowed his brow, mocking Michael. «Oh, come on. I know you guys have met other aliens. At least the Skins. All Jive planets have 'people' here on the good old third rock from the sun. Some are political refugees, some are here to track you guys down, some are here for reasons of their own. The ones in that last category usually don't survive too long.» Langley paused and gestured behind him. «You guys want a drink? I don't know if you're legal, but if you combined your Antarian age and your age here on Earth you could have fought in the Civil War. America's Civil War.» «We'll pass," Max said, pointing to himself and Michael. «Alcohol doesn't mix well with our systems.» «Duh," Langley said. «That's half the fun. Follow me. I think I have some milk or juice in here too.» As they followed him into the kitchen, Liz spoke up. «I'm not Ava, by the way. I'm Liz, Max's wife.» She gave Max a cold stare, and he realized that he should have been the one to make the introductions and correct Langley's initial misimpression. «And I'm not Vilandra," Maria said. «My name is Maria. And we're both fully human.» Langley regarded the entire group for a moment. «My mistake. Guess I didn't look closely enough.» He studied Liz more intently. «You may have been fully human before, but you're not quite normal now, are you?» «I healed her," Max said. «She seems to have developed some kind of secondary powers because of that.» «That'll happen.» Langley nodded as he pulled bottles and cans out of one of the several refrigerators in his enormous kitchen. «Didn't Nasedo teach you anything?» He set the bottles down on the counter, then grabbed a couple of containers of Tabasco sauce and handed them to Max and Michael. «Chasers," he said simply. He poured himself a drink, and then sat down on a stool behind a large, shiny countertop. Gesturing toward the other stools arranged around the counter, he said, «Sit.


So, where are the queen and your sister today, Max?» «That's partly why we've come here," Max said. «We sent Isabel, my sister, away. Liz has been having premonitions, and she recently had one where Isabel was being vivisected by Special Unit agents.» «Special Unit. I hate those guys," Langley said. «But I thought Nasedo shut them down.» «Hardly," Michael said. «They've been coming after us in a major way for the last year.» «Tess came back," Max said, explaining. «My son was rejected on Antar, so she came back so they wouldn't kill him. But her ship got shot down above Roswell and crashed. The air force got it, and she barely escaped with our child.» «Boy does this sound familiar," Langley said snidely. «Why anyone would bring a ship anywhere near Roswell is beyond me.» Liz gave Langley a cool look, then continued where Max left off. «After she gave us Max's son, Tess went back to the air force base and blew it up. Completely. That's when the Special Unit really started coming after us.» «We've been on the run ever since," Max said. «We've had a couple of scrapes with Skins along the way.» «Not to mention those scaly, pointy-headed uglies with the pointy, nasty teeth," Maria said, pantomiming fangs by curling her fingers in front of her mouth. «And yesterday," Max continued, «we almost got caught by government agents.» «Ah, the good old reliable Men in Black," Langley said. «You know, those movies have more truth to them than most people realize. Except the MiBs aren't friendly to any aliens. Oh, and none of them have the charisma of Will Smith.» «I liked Tommy Lee Jones better," Michael said. «Yeah, somehow I guessed that," Langley said, before turning back to Max. «So what are you here for this time? What is it you need now?» «We're tired of running, and tired of fighting. We want to find a way to either get rid of the Special Unit once and for all, or…» Max hesitated. «Or what?» «Or we expose them for what they are and what they're doing. But if we do that, we won't be able to avoid exposing ourselves, too.» Langley didn't say anything, and instead took a quick swig from the Tabasco sauce bottle that had been sitting in front of Michael. «There's more," Maria said. «The Special Unit guys have taken Max's parents prisoner. And Liz's. It happened early today.» Langley nodded. «Almost ironic that it's humans who are doing the abducting to find aliens, isn't it?» He let the question hang in the air for a bit, then turned to Max. «And you're expecting me to help you get out of this mess?» Max didn't know if Langley was being glib, or if he was looking to blame the ex-king for whatever action Max was about to order him to take. They both knew that Langley was genetically programmed to obey any command Max gave him. He maintained steady eye contact with Langley. «You will help us. You will do everything in your power, use all of your money or your resources.» The kitchen was silent for a moment as Max continued staring into Langley's eyes. Finally, Langley gulped and nodded. «I thought you were going to say that. Since you asked so nicely, I'll sit down and figure out a plan with you. But first, you guys really stink. Go take a shower, and I'll have some new clothes for you.» Inhaling discreetly, Max caught a whiff of himself. He decided that Langley's idea sounded terrific. Maria and Liz were in the bathroom upstairs. Liz dried her hair as Maria stepped out of the twelve-nozzle glass-tiled shower. The marble-floored bathroom was filled with steam, but now that the showers were off, fans were sucking the vapors up and out of the room. «You could fit ten people into this shower," Liz said, impressed. «I have never been in a place this nice," Maria said as she toweled herself off. «Maybe I'll look for a place like this after I get my big non-soul-sucking music contract.» Liz was amused. «Is there any such thing?» She remembered when Maria had turned down a recording contract she had been offered in New York because they were trying to turn her into «a prefab, breast-implanted, BritneyChristina-j. Lo clone.» «There's gotta be, girlfriend. P. J. Harvey or Dido or lots of other grrrls are doing what they want," Maria said. «And they're successful. Why not me?» Liz nodded. «Maybe after all this is over.» «So what about this Langley guy?» Maria asked. «Is he anything like what you imagined?» Liz remembered what Max had told her about the alien protector who had wanted to be human, no matter what the cost. «Yeah, pretty much. Max told me quite a bit. Actually, I was expecting him to be more of a jerk.» Maria snorted. «Do not repeat this, or I will kill you, but he actually reminds me of Michael. Like maybe he's Michael in another twenty years. If Michael had a future, and a lot of money, that is.» Liz moved her thumb and forefinger across her mouth. «My lips are sealed.» She thought that maybe Maria was being too hard on Michael, but now wasn't the time to say it. No, it is the right time, she thought. «Maria, you've really been down on Michael about his future lately, and pretty doom-and-gloomy about yours, too. I know we're all stressed and tense, but we're going to make it through this. And I really need my old bouncy, happy buddy Maria back if I'm going to hold it together until this is over.» Maria looked at her oddly as she wrapped the large towel around herself. Then she walked over and hugged Liz. «Okay, Liz. I'll try to be the one-woman Roswell pep squad for a while. Will that help?» «Just don't do any cheers," Liz said, grinning. Later, they were all gathered in the palatial study located on the second floor of Langley's mansion. A terrace outside offered a gorgeous view of the city at night, a veritable galaxy of lights. But after some initial oohs and ahhs, the four teens turned their attention to the plans they needed to make. Liz was in much better spirits than she had been just hours earlier, even though she still worried about her parents. At least we're finally making some progress toward freeing them, she told herself. Langley had spread a large map of the greater Los Angeles area out across his expansive dining room table, and Max placed the alien compass on top of it. Then he began unloading the other alien devices from his bag. «You've been using the ken-teef, huh?» Langley asked. «The what?» Michael replied. Langley pointed at the compass. «That. The ken-teef. It's an alien-tracking device.» «Umm, I can't say we've been using it," Max said. «We just got it. We don't even know how it works.» Langley sighed. «Boy, Nasedo really didn't give you much to go on, did he? Okay, which one of you is the most psychic?» Liz raised her hand. «I guess I am.» «Well, you pick it up, then," Langley said. «Now, think about what you want to find. Think about aliens in the immediate vicinity.» Liz concentrated, and the white nodule on the top of the device began blinking. «Notice how the lights are pointed in multiple directions?» Langley asked. «That's because there are three aliens in this room, and another in the house. It's trying to show you all of them. Now, concentrate on one alien.» Liz did so, and the white segment nearest Max started blinking rapidly. «Good," Langley said. «See, it's not so hard, once you focus.» «And if you know what the hell you're doing» Michael said, half under his breath. «Now turn it over so the white part faces the map," Langley said. As Liz did so, he said, «Now think of all the aliens in the area. It's only got about a forty-mile range as a locator, and it won't work with humans, so don't even try to use it to locate your kidnapped parents.» «So how did Eddie find us with it, then?» Michael asked. «He was farther than forty miles away from us.» «Maybe it was the Chameleon's help," Maria said sarcastically. Liz ignored them and concentrated, and was surprised to find a multitude of lights dotting the map. «They're all over!» «Who'd have thunk it that Hollywood would be/ull of aliens," Langley said with a wry smile. He pointed back toward the map and said, «Now concentrate on only the Antarian aliens in the area. It should show my house here with the three " Liz's mouth fell open as the clusters of lights from the ken-teef settled. On two different areas. One was clearly Langley's house, and three white spots were visible there. But the other was in the City of Industiy, which lay near the map's southeast edge. Three white spots could be seen there as well. «Is there something you're not telling me?» Langley asked. He reached for the ken-teej. «Let me try that.» He looked down at the map, and one light shone in his sector. «There's me.» The light shifted position slightly. «There's Max.» A moment later, two more lights appeared near the location of the first two. «That's Michael," Langley said, looking up at the others. Liz's mind raced to find an explanation, but Max found it first. «The Dupes. From New York. They must be out here as well. Maybe they're on the run from the Special Unit the same way we are.» He turned to Langley, concern showing on his face. «Look for the signatures for Ava and Vilandra.» Two dots on the map appeared at the City of Industry location. One of them was flickering, like a guttering candle flame. «That's them," Langley said. «But one of them is in big trouble.» 11. Elk, New Mexico In the darkness, Jim Valenti hugged the wall of the building, moving slowly but surely toward his target. The gun in his hand was his service revolver, but the rest of the equipment he carried had been provided by Agent Duff. He had never had occasion to wear a bulletproof vest during the course of his duties in Roswell, much less the other assorted pieces of body armor that protected his limbs and torso. A black stocking cap mask was rolled up over his forehead, helping to hold in place his night-vision goggles, as well as the earpiece communicator and its wire-thin throat microphone attachment. He and Duff had come here in the same sleek black helicopter that Duff had used to reach Laurie Dupree's sprawling Tucson estate. The ultra-advanced chopper was yet another thing that Valenti wasn't used to; he had ridden in a few helicopters during his training days, but had repeated the experience only a handful of times in the years since. And it was quite another thing to be in one of the high-speed, long-range «black helicopters» that the UFO nuts, conspiracy buffs, and insomniac long-haul truckers so enjoyed discussing over the talk-radio airwaves during the wee hours. When Duff had first arrived in the chopper at the Dupree estate, Valenti had expected a pilot to climb out of the cockpit after she did. Instead, he had been surprised to note that she was the pilot. He felt ashamed of his initial sexist impulse; he realized that he never considered that a woman might be rated as a helicopter pilot. She had wasted no time disabusing him of that prejudice, informing him that her military specialty prior to joining the FBI had been rotor-based aircraft. Tonight, after leaving Amy and Laurie behind in the relative safety of the Tucson mansion, Duff and Valenti had landed the specially equipped chopper a half mile or so away from the Special Unit safe house, and then covered the remaining ground on foot. Duff had outfitted Valenti with the latest in combat gear; he felt a little silly getting dressed up, but now that he was nearing the target, he was grateful for the additional protection and weaponry. Strapped to his leg was a hand-held, high-voltage stun gun, and his gloves were weighted with shot, like an oldfashioned sap. He also had an ASP baton in one leg pocket, but he wasn't trained in its use. The Roswell Sheriff's Department hadn't used them. In fact, Valenti had only rarely had occasion to take his PR-24 side-handle baton out of his vehicle while on duty. Walking carefully so as not to break any sticks or kick any rocks, he peered around the corner of the building. The main ranch house was ahead, the night-vision gear turning it an eerie emerald hue. Most of the windows were covered with curtains, and the lights inside were either dimmed or shut off entirely. «You in position?» he heard over the earpiece. «Yeah," he said into the wire microphone. «Ready as I'll ever be.» «Okay, let's move in," Duff said. Valenti caught a glimpse of her as she moved across the wide driveway, which he noticed was conspicuously devoid of cars. She was moving forward quickly, her sidearm in her hand. As she made her way to the area in front of the raised front porch, Valenti circled around to the rear. The door there was illuminated by a single glass-encased bulb, and was as unguarded as the front entrance had appeared to be. «I'm getting a bad feeling about this," Valenti whispered into his mike. «Where are the lookouts?» «They may not have any," Duff said. «Are you sure this is the right place?» «We'll find out in a moment," Duff said. «In five.» Valenti edged along the wall toward the rear door, pulling the stocking-cap mask down over his face and goggles as he advanced. «Four.» Valenti quickly double-checked the perimeter to make sure no one was standing in the shadows nearby. «Three.» He leaned over and peeked into the back window. He thought he saw a furtive movement in a darkened hallway. «Two.» He grabbed the doorknob, feeling it turn freely in his gloved hand. Unlocked. His breath felt moist against the mask. «One.» Valenti quickly pushed the door open, his gun at the ready. He moved as silently as he could manage, though he felt sure that whoever he'd seen moving inside the house must have heard him. He could also hear Duff entering through the front door on the opposite side of the house. He moved down the hallway toward the spot where he had seen the movement, and heard a sound on the other side of one of the interior walls. Footsteps were headed toward him from beyond a nearby open doorway. Valenti switched the gun to his left hand and cocked his right hand back into a fist. As soon as the figure came forward and he saw immediately that it was a man wearing dark paramilitary clothing, clearly not a civilian he let loose his strongest punch, straight to the man's jaw. The shot-filled glove gave his punch extra power. The man stumbled backward, obviously completely surprised, his arms pinwheeling wildly. Still conscious, he struggled to regain his balance and was trying to yell something. But Valenti could see that his jaw was now at an odd angle, and the shout that emerged was incoherent. The man swung at Valenti and missed, and Valenti pointed the gun at him, gripping it in both hands. «I'd suggest you give up," Valenti said. The man complied, and lifted his arms into the air. «Turn around," Valenti said, and the man did. Valenti wasn't wild about hitting a man who had already surrendered, but he knew he couldn't risk letting the man flee or raise an alarm. He swung his right arm again, smacking the back of the man's head with the full force of the sap glove. The Man in Black crumpled to the floor, unconscious. Elsewhere in the house, Valenti heard a sharp crackle of electricity, and then another thud, as if a sack of potatoes had been dropped. «One down," he heard Duff say on the earpiece. «I got one too," Valenti said. «But where are the others?» Valenti heard the sound of footsteps coming up from the basement, and he sprinted down the hall to figure out where the person coming up would emerge. Duff arrived at the spot at the same time he did, the black mask covering her face. The basement door opened, and a young Hispanic man stepped forward out of the brightly lit stairwell. «Vohland? Goldberg? Is everything all " He stopped short as he saw the barrel of two guns pointed at him. Duff silently gestured toward the floor, and the man quickly took the hint, lying flat, with his hands behind his head. Duff squatted beside him and whispered, «How many in the house?» «Just three," the man said. «The others left.» Duff gestured to Valenti to watch the captive. «I'm gonna check it out," she said. «I don't think he's lying, but I'll do a quick recon to make sure.» As Duff began to search the house, the man said, «Who are you?» «Let's just say that your actions in Roswell this morning ticked off the wrong people," Valenti said. «Now shut up. We're the ones who'll be asking the questions.» Duff returned a minute later. «Nobody upstairs, and nobody else on this level. I'm going down.» She stepped over the supine man and descended the wide stairway into the basement. Shortly afterward, Valenti heard her on the earpiece. «All clear. But it looks like someone was recently held down here.» «How can you tell?» Valenti wanted to know. «There are still ropes tied to some of the chairs down here, among other things.» He heard a tinge of disgust in her voice. «My guess is the people they grabbed in Roswell were held and interrogated here, but have since been taken someplace else. I'm coming back up.» Duff reappeared from below, and quickly cuffed the Hispanic agent's arms behind his back. «Secure the others, and drag them over here," she said. Valenti went and got the unconscious man and cuffed him, then dragged him down the hall by the back of his heavy-duty field jacket. He winced a bit to see a smear of blood on the floor, but he saw that most of it seemed to be coming from a split lip. «The other ones in there," Duff said, gesturing. Valenti went to retrieve the second man, and saw that he was conscious and starting to rise from the floor. «Freeze," Valenti said. The man didn't. Instead he reached for something in one of the pockets of his paramilitary vest. Valenti fired a shot over the man's head. The bullet ripped into the drywall, sending a spray of fine white powder into the air. This apparently convinced him to stop moving, and to lay his hands on the ground. «You okay?» Duff asked over the earpiece. «Yeah," Valenti replied. «Just had to fire a warning shot. Somebody didn't listen very well.» He pushed a knee into the man's powder-covered neck, and yanked one arm up to cuff it, then the other. «You don't know who you're crossing," the man said, his words still slurred from the stun-gun zapping he'd received from Duff. But the venom behind his words was unmistakable. «I know exactly who I'm crossing," Valenti said. «And I know exactly who we're going to take down. You guys screwed with the wrong town.» Valenti grabbed the man's collar and dragged him into the hallway, depositing him beside the man he'd knocked unconscious. Then he got down and frisked them both, removing anything that either of them could possibly use as a weapon or as a tool to escape the cuffs. «What happened in there?» Duff asked. «Apparently your stun gun wasn't set high enough. He was coming to.» «I can fix that," Duff said, standing up. She crossed over to the second man and stuck the stun gun to the side of his chest, zapping him a second time. He convulsed once, then fell into unconsciousness. «Get him on his feet," Duff ordered, pointing to the Hispanic man. Valenti did as he was told. «We're headed back down," Duff said. «Give him a taste of his own medicine.» «Hey, I'm just part of the cleaning crew," the man protested as Valenti dragged him down the stairs. «I'm not even a full member of the Unit yet!» Duff followed them, and Valenti looked back to see a hint of a smile on her face. «See, now I know you're telling the truth. Because if you were a member of the Unit, you wouldn't have just said that there was a Unit.» She pointed to a room far to the left of the stairs. «Take him in there.» Valenti took the man down a hallway and inside the room. He was surprised that the room was mostly bare, except for a pair of chairs, a table in the center, and a Tshaped post against one wall. The lighting was bright, though the cream-colored walls muted the effect somewhat. «Strap him up to the post," Duff said, gesturing. Valenti took the struggling «cleaner» over to the post and removed his cuffs. As he prepared to put him into the heavy straps, the man said, «Look, I don't know anything. I can't tell you what I don't know.» «Even if you are just a junior agent with the scut job of cleaning up afterward, you know what came before the cleanup," Duff said as she walked over to the now-shackled man. She held the stun gun in one hand and manipulated its intensity dial with her other. «Here's how it's going to work.» She pointed to Valenti. «This man here is going to go upstairs and try to search through the files and computers I saw up there. You want to know why he's going up and not me? Because he's got more of a temper than me. If he questioned you first, I might not get the opportunity.» The captive agent apparently wasn't as green as he'd seemed, though he still seemed frightened. «Oh," he said. «This is where you do the good cop/bad cop routine, right? Listen, I " She steamrolled over him, brandishing the stun gun. «No, you listen, punk. You saw that other man bleeding, and you heard the gunshot. I think you'll count yourself lucky that it's just going to be you, me, and ol' Sparky here.» She toggled the stun gun's trigger, and a jagged sapphire bolt of electricity arced between its tips. «Save me some," Valenti said, smiling the most evil smile he could summon, though the thought of torturing anyone even someone who hosed the decks after the Special Unit conducted its «interviews» made him extremely queasy. He left the room quickly, aware that although they seemed to have the upper hand now, that could change at any moment. They had no time to waste. Moving quickly through the other basement-level rooms, he saw that one of them was outfitted similarly to the interrogation room where Duff was grilling their captive. This room had been in the process of being cleaned up when he and Duff had arrived. Two rooms. One far the Evanses, and one far the Parkers, he thought, now convinced that Duff's analysis had been right. Imagining what might have happened to them there and since filled him with dread. And rage. He considered the fate that awaited Kyle and the others if the Special Unit caught up with them. These bastards are going to pay. He went back up to the ground-level floor and checked on the two men who lay there, both apparently still unconscious. He closed and locked the front door and backdoor, just in case anyone else showed up unexpectedly, then sprinted upstairs. In one of the rooms were several boxes of files, as well as a couple of computers. He sat in a rolling chair and toggled one screen on. A muffled male scream came from two floors below, but Valenti ignored it. Whatever she's doing to him can't be any worse than what they did to my friends, he thought. Or what they will do to Kyle and Max and the others ij they get their bloody hands on them. Fifteen minutes later, Duff came upstairs. «He's told me everything he knows," she said, pulling off her mask. «Damn these things are hot.» Valenti grinned, but didn't feel the least bit of humor. «I don't even want to know what you did to him.» «Let's just say that he won't be fathering any kids for quite a while," Duff said. «Meanwhile, his kidneys will remind him about what happened here today every time he takes a leak.» Valenti winced. «A little too much information.» She shrugged. «Anyway, he confirmed that the Parkers and the Evanses were still alive and in relatively good shape when they were taken from here.» Thank God, Valenti thought, breathing a heartfelt sigh of relief. «So where were they taken?» «Some place near Los Angeles," Duff said. «He didn't know the location.» «Can you find it?» «We'll get going to L.A. very shortly," she said. «I'll find it. But how we get them out is gonna be another issue entirely. Sounds like where they got taken might be the main West Coast stronghold of the Special Unit.» She came over to his side. «Speaking of which, what have you found?» He gestured toward the computer screen. «Most of it's encrypted. I can't break it, and I'm afraid to try anything that might damage the files.» Duff studied the screen. «You think one of the kids could give it the alien whammy and get in?» «Maybe," Valenti said. He pointed over to the boxes of hard-copy files. «There are some records in there of some of their operations, but most of it is surveillance reports. You wouldn't believe how many laws they've broken in this county alone.» Duff snorted. «Sure I would. I work for the FBI, remember? I know what government groups are capable of doing in pursuit of their goals… good and bad.» She gestured around the room. «We need to get all this outside. We're taking it with us.» «Where?» «Back to that Brody Davis guy. Can you think of a better place?» Valenti grinned. «Nope. This stuff will fit right in with the rest of the files Brody keeps at the UFO Center.» He started to shut down the computers, then turned toward her. «You know, I don't mean to nag, but I've noticed you can be a mite bossy.» «Oh, really?» Duff put her hand on one hip and raised her eyebrow at him. «You wouldn't be forgetting that federal police powers supersede a local deputy's authority?» He hoisted a hard drive into the air. «Does it matter? It's not as though either one of us is going strictly by the book here.» He looked over at her and smiled a tired smile. «Still, I think we've made a helluva team. If I weren't already involved with Amy DeLuca, I might just come calling on you, Agent Duff.» She laughed. «If you were a full-figured woman who could cook a mean pot of jambalaya, you'd have a much better chance at me. But you'd have to go through my wife first.» She grabbed a stack of file boxes and headed out the door. Fifteen minutes later, they had finished loading all of the file boxes and hard drives onto a Jeep they had found in one of the exterior buildings, and were ready to drive all of it back to the copter. «Let's get the three goons out here where it's safe," Duff said, gesturing toward a wide expanse of lawn, shadowy and dark in the night. «Why?» «Come on, Jim. You really want to leave this place standing?» Another twenty minutes had passed by the time they got back to the copter, loaded it, and were airborne. Duff looked over toward Valenti. «Let's do a fly-over.» Moments later, they were over the Special Unit safe house. Smoke curled out of its windows, and Valenti could see flames licking up one of the side walls of the structure. The nearby outbuildings were on fire as well. Sitting safely out on the lawn, trussed up and completely naked, were the three Special Unit agents. Valenti looked over at Duff. «You scare me some," he said. «Imagine how you'd feel if you had really done something wrong?» Duff said, looking at the scene below. Valenti was glad Duff was on his side. She rolled the copter to the left and headed toward Roswell. Valenti knew that after having witnessed a Special Unit raid, Brody wouldn't much care to see a black helicopter landing on the street right in front of the UFO Center. But he knew that Brody would get over it quickly once he got a look at the chopper's cargo. 12. Above California I hings had gone as well as could be expected in Chicago. The tumultuous events of the past few days aside, Kyle thought things had actually gone exceedingly well. Kyle sat back in his seat aboard the private airplane Brody had chartered. Nevertheless, he remained tense. He tried yet again to clear his mind, waiting for the comforting ritual of meditation to carry him away. Once again, he found that he just couldn't focus, and abandoned the attempt. He looked to the seats ahead of him, where Jesse and Isabel snuggled, their long-delayed reunion still underway hours into the Los Angeles-bound flight. Though he felt happy for Isabel, he found it difficult to set aside the attraction he felt for her. He averted his gaze to the right, where Shelby was busy studying some documents, peering over a pair of glasses that perched on the very tip of her nose. She was drinking a cup of coffee at least her fifth one since Chicago, Kyle thought, prompting him to wonder if there was such a thing as a caffeine-based life-form and he realized that, for Shelby, this must have been a very long day indeed. Samejor all of us, he thought. Somewhere along the line, I must have just gotten used to days like this. Shelby turned, looked up from her papers, and noticed him watching her. «How are you doing, Kyle?» He shrugged. «Meditation doesn't appear to be an option right now. I'm too wound up. Can't meditate, can't nap…» She held up a sheaf of papers. «I'd offer to let you read some of these legal papers to put yourself to sleep, but somehow I don't think they'd really help.» Kyle smiled. «So, you seem to be handling this whole affair rather well. Is it just because you've known about the Evans family secret for a while? Or is something else keeping you calm?» Considering how much caffeine she'd ingested, Kyle wondered if she was secretly taking tranquilizers. Shelby removed her glasses, slipped them into a blouse pocket, and returned the smile. «Probably a bit of both. I read a lot of science fiction when I was a kid. Hung out with sort of an alternative crowd. Fat girls usually aren't firstdraft choices for high school friendships, so we loners and outcasts tended to gravitate toward one another. Maybe that gave me a wider perspective on life than the 'in crowd' had. So here I am, on the road with an alien fugitive and actually kind of cool with the whole idea.» She shuffled her papers into a neat pile and set them on the seat beside her. «My church had always taught me that we were the only beings in the universe, but that never made any sense to me. It seemed the height of pride and hubris to believe that of all the billions of planets out there even if one did believe in an all-knowing, all-seeing God that we would be the only planet with life.» «I never really went to church," Kyle said. «At least not after Mom left us. These days, I follow the Buddhist philosophy. At least as best as I can under the current circumstances.» «Philosophy beats dogma, at least in my book," Shelby said. «Philosophy is about asking questions and coming to understand the answers. You aren't spoon-fed somebody else's idea of the truth via dogma. You're not told what to think. Science fiction taught me a lot about possibilities, and to compare what is against what could be.» She pointed forward, toward Isabel. «I've known Isabel and Max since Phillip and Diane first adopted them. These days, I know something about them that I didn't know before. But they're still the same Isabel and Max, and I still love them. Were they hiding the truth about their secret lives for all these years? Are they part alien? Do they have powers and memories I don't understand?» She laughed. «Yeah. And I've got lots of questions about those things, believe me. But I'm not going to he frightened by the fact that they're different. The possibilities they offer me the possibilities they offer the world are limitless. They represent what could be.» «That's a pretty Zen-like view of things," Kyle said, finding Shelby's optimism oddly infectious. Shelby spread her hands apart and shrugged. «What good does it do me to fear them because they're different, because they're something I'm not? It's fear that makes people hate fat people, or gay people, or people of different ethnic backgrounds. Rather than learning from them, or at least allowing for their differences to be a part of the diversity of life, people reject those who are different. I've had a bit of experience with rejection.» She paused, chuckling at what she no doubt regarded as an understatement. «Maybe that's made me a little more open-minded than the Men in Black. Or makes me ask more questions.» Kyle saw Isabel get up, and watched as she approached. «Hey, I don't mean to interrupt, but have you tried calling your father yet, Kyle?» «No, we don't have his number," Kyle said. «Just a pager " He stopped when he saw Isabel tapping her finger against her temple. «Oh. You mean that kind of call.» «Yeah," Isabel said, taking a seat near him. «I'll help guide you if you want.» Kyle nodded. «That might be a good idea. I seem to be a lot better at this when you're involved.» In fact, every time he'd succeeded in activating this new power since its unexpected emergence a few days earlier in Cheyenne, Wyoming, Isabel had been somewhere close by. If the human brain is a sort of bioelectrical engine, he thought wryly, then maybe she's the psychic equivalent of a spark plug. Isabel turned toward Shelby. «Please excuse us, Shelby.» Shelby waved her hand. «Don't mind me. I'll either be fascinated watching this, or else go back to my papers if you both slip into an excruciatingly boring telepathic trance.» Smiling gently, Isabel took Kyle's hands in hers, and, for a brief moment, Kyle felt a twinge of concern. What if Jesse gets jealous? But the thought fled almost as soon as it had formed. Isabel and Jesse were tight together, and he'd already seen from the intensity of their reunion that nothing was going to change that. Kyle closed his eyes as though making yet another attempt at meditation. This time he wasn't trying to clear his mind, however; he concentrated on his father, letting his mind rise and move out into the dark night. After a moment or two, he felt a peculiar physical sensation, as though he'd been abruptly transformed into a shadowy flying wraith. But he knew he was still sitting on the plane, that it was only his thoughts that had taken wing. For an absurd moment, he visualized himself wearing the mutant-detecting Cerebro helmet that Professor Xavier had used in the X-Men movie. Then he and Isabel were sitting together, only not aboard Brody's chartered plane. Instead, they were seated just behind the cockpit of a darkened helicopter, looking at Jim Valenti and the female African-American pilot who occupied the front seats. Both his dad and the woman were dressed in black paramilitary gear, and Kyle had never seen his father look so tough. He tried to reach out to touch him, but his hand passed through his fathers shoulder, as insubstantial as fog. «Dad," he said softly. Jim Valenti turned swiftly in his seat, surprise etched across his craggy features. «Kyle? What… how did you get in here?» «I'll give you the Cliffs Notes version, Dad: I've been developing some weird, alien-style psychic powers lately," Kyle said. «Just like Liz did. Only different. She gets premonitions. I can set up telepathic conference calls, sort of.» He gestured back toward Isabel. «She's helping me navigate. Kind of a cross between a Jedi master and a switchboard operator for a psionic party line.» Jim looked stunned. «You… why do you have powers, Kyle?» «It looks like it's a side effect of Max's healing," Isabel said, leaning forward in the cramped cockpit. The psionic manifestation of her shoulder sank partly into the back of the pilot's seat. «So why am I not affected?» the elder Valenti asked. «Max healed me, too.» «We haven't exactly been able to study it, Dad," Kyle said. «Liz thinks it has something to do with relative age, and perhaps how much time has elapsed since exposure. We're young, and our bodies are still changing.» Jim raised an eyebrow. «Careful there. Your old man's not that old.» «I'm not saying you're old, Dad. But your body isn't going through the same kinds of changes ours are at this age. It might just take longer for you. And besides, Max healed you long after he healed Liz and me.» The pilot turned and looked at Valenti. «Why so quiet, Jim?» Kyle saw a strange double image then, of his father looking forward silently, and another of his father turned, talking with him. The quiet version turned back to the pilot and said, «I'm either hallucinating, Suzanne, or I'm having a psychic conversation in my head with my son and Isabel Evans.» The woman looked at him goggle-eyed. «Are you kidding me?» Valenti turned and gestured toward where Kyle and Isabel crouched. «I wouldn't kid about something like that, Suzanne. They're right there. They say they're communicating with me through some sort of psychic link.» The pilot turned, her gaze passing straight through Kyle. She really can't see me, he thought. Must be because Isabel and I dialed up Dad's brain, not hers. Shaking her head, Duff said, «No one's there, Jim. You sure you didn't get hit on the head back at the Special Unit house?» Kyle concentrated harder and reached with his mind toward the pilot. «Hello, Suzanne," he said simply. «Jeez!» The woman jerked to the side, apparently now able to see Kyle as well. «Take it easy," Kyle said. «You've got a chopper to fly. But I had to show you that what my dad just told you is true.» «Where are you?» the older Valenti asked. «In the flesh, I mean.» «We're on our way to California with Jesse," Isabel said. «In the plane Brody chartered?» «Yeah," Kyle said, realizing that his father must have been in touch with Brody. «He picked me and Isabel up in Chicago. The others are going to meet us in Los Angeles.» «Wait," Jim said. «The others? As in Max and Liz and Maria and Michael?» «They're trying to get some help from Kal Langley," Isabel explained. «He's the movie producer who's actually an alien. Like Nasedo, only different. Remember? We told you about him.» The pilot shook her head. «This just gets weirder and weirder.» «Have you found out anything more about our parents?» Isabel asked, ignoring the woman's remark. Jim Valenti looked down, a frown crossing his face. «The Unit was holding them outside Roswell in a safe house until a little while ago. Apparently they've been transferred to somewhere near Los Angeles.» He paused and looked at her. «But as near as we can tell, they're alive and unharmed.» «We need to bring in the others," Isabel said, looking over at Kyle. «The others?» Kyle thought he knew what she meant, but wanted to be sure. «Max and Langley and the others. Patch them into this 'conference call.'" Kyle had begun to feel sweat or its nearest ectoplasmic equivalent collecting on his brow. He looked at Isabel incredulously. «How do you suggest I do that? I've never even met this Langley guy. And I'm doing all I can just keeping this four-way call going!» Isabel put her hand on his shoulder. It felt strangely solid, probably because they were both equally wraithlike during this psionic interaction. «Okay, you're right," she said. «But can you at least try to get Max on the line? I'll keep helping you.» Kyle sighed heavily, feeling fatigue creep up on him as he wondered whether his «psychic spark plug» was up to the job. «All right," he said at length. «But next time, we call collect.» Smiling, Isabel gently placed one of her hands against his temple. Once again, the sensation felt exactly like actual flesh-to-flesh contact, perhaps because she was physically touching him back aboard Brody's jet. Concentrating, Kyle reached out with his mind, in search of Max. The helicopter cockpit vanished around him, shooting away in shards of alternating light and darkness. He and Isabel and his dad and the FBI agent were standing now, in utter nothingness, a white void. Kyle concentrated harder than he'd ever done before, and felt his heart rate speeding up. It was like no meditation session he'd ever experienced. In fact, it was exactly the opposite of meditation, which had always slowed his pulse down. It felt more like an athletic contest. I can do this, he told himself, recalling the adrenaline rush of high school sports days. I've just got to be strong enough. Max was cradling Liz in his arms on one of Langley's luxurious couches, watching the flames in the fire pit dance and crackle. Langley was in his study making some calls, lining up the people whose help they were going to need, and he had wanted to do it alone. Maria and Michael were elsewhere, probably sleeping, Max guessed. Liz was already asleep in his arms, though fitfully. Max could tell from the fluttering of her eyelids that her dreams were anything but restful. He touched her forehead lightly, his palm glowing. His fingertip traced a silver line near her hairline as he transmitted his feelings of warmth and love directly to her dreaming brain. Max heard a sound and abruptly stopped. He looked around, but saw nothing. And then the room begin to liquefy around him, the muted colors of the walls and draperies running down to the floor like melting ice cream. Even Liz melted from his arms, her body falling like sand through his fingers. Max scrambled to catch her, to keep her whole, but found himself instead kneeling in a parched, sienna-hued desertscape. Looking up, he saw Isabel, Kyle, Jim Valenti, and the female FBI agent who had worked the Dupree abduction case last year. They all stood around him in a loose circle. He realized then that they were standing in the rockstrewn desert outside of Roswell, in the very place where «the Pod Squad» had assembled so often for private conversations over the years. «Max!» Isabel approached, wrapping her arms around him in a hug. She felt somehow less than substantial, like a figment from a dream. «What's going on?» Max asked, pulling away from her. «Long explanation," Kyle said. «Suffice it to say that those psychic shout-outs I did back in Wyoming weren't a fluke. Isabel's been helping me deal, and bringing me up to speed.» «Why are you here?» Max asked, turning toward the FBI agent and Valenti. «And why am I here?» «Trying to answer the very same questions was why I went Buddhist," Kyle said wryly. Max was having a hard time processing the conversation, though it certainly seemed real enough. The sudden change of milieu was unnerving. «We're not really here," Isabel said, scowling at Kyle as she gestured at the desert panorama that surrounded them. «Isabel's right," Kyle said. «The scenery is probably just an unconscious manifestation of my nifty new mental powers. Sort of a psionic screen saver.» Ignoring Kyle's banter, Isabel looked Max directly in the eye. «Kyle and I are headed for Los Angeles. We're on a chartered jet right now, along with Jesse and a lawyer friend of Dad's. She's got all the proof we need to drag the Special Unit out into the open.» And us as well, Max thought ruefully. «Not all the proof," the African-American woman said. «Jim and I just cleaned out the files from the Special Unit's safe house outside Roswell. Brody's holding the stuff at the UFO Center right now.» «We're on our way to L.A. now too," Jim Valenti said. «By helicopter. Once we get there, we'll need to hook up with Jesse and the other lawyer you're traveling with. As well as whoever Brody has been able to contact there to help us bring the Special Unit down.» He gestured around the circle. «It certainly seems as though fate is conspiring to bring us all together, doesn't it?» It certainly seemed that way to Max. He drew comfort from the fact that he, Isabel, Michael, Liz, Maria, and Kyle had so many good people rooting for them. And on their way to help us. «Have you found Langley yet?» Isabel asked. «Yeah. Maybe it's best that you all come here. We can strategize better once we're all together in the flesh.» He gave them the address. «How soon will you be here?» «Our pilot just announced that we're starting to make our descent," Isabel said. «Which airport?» the FBI agent wanted to know. «The private airfield at Burbank," Isabel said. «We should be on the ground within minutes. Then we just have to get to Langley's place. Brody's already taken care of that for us.» «I'd give us another twenty to thirty minutes before we get to the Hollywood Hills," the FBI agent said. «I'm keying in the coordinates for this Langley guy's address now. Any chance there's room to land a helicopter there?» Max laughed, realizing how incredible the entire situation was. «Yeah. You might say he's got a really big front yard. I suppose if you land there, the neighbors will just think it's a publicity stunt to promote one of his movies.» And then it hit him. The thing that had been nagging at him since Isabel had appeared before him. Her death. «Wait. Why did you come here, Isabel? You know what Liz saw.» He could see a flicker of doubt in her expression, but there was determination as well. «I know what she saw, Max. But we're going to make sure that it doesn't happen. We're all going to be there. We can't fight these people one by one, like the bad guys in some cheap kung fu movie. We can't let them keep taking away our freedom, our parents, our " Isabel suddenly grabbed her stomach and screamed. Wounds began to appear on her, blood seeping through her clothes, running down her face. «Max!» she cried out, her eyes huge, panicked. A moment later, she blinked out, and a reddish stain hung in the air where she had been. «Kyle, what happened?» Max asked, reaching toward the younger Valenti. But Kyle's face a mask of shock and fear was fading as well, until it, too, blinked out of existence. All at once Max felt as though he were rushing headlong through a wind tunnel. His head snapped back painfully, and he was once again in Langley's living room, holding Liz, who remained fast asleep. What just happened to Isabel? 13. Los Angeles Max wriggled out from under Liz's sleeping form as best he could, then sprinted toward Langley's study. Langley was there with paperwork spread in front of him, a phone headset across his bald scalp, and a cell phone held up to one ear. «Hold a sec," he said into the headset's wire pickup. «What's up, Max?» «Something horrible just happened," Max said. He grabbed the ken-teef off of the table, and pulled the large area map toward him. He turned the alien-tracking device upside down and concentrated. Isabel, he thought, picturing his sister. The white nodule blinked on, and a light shone down onto the map. The bright spot, apparently representing Isabel, lay a significant distance away from the City of Industry. «What is it?» Langley asked, coming closer. He had put the cell phone down, though he still wore the headset. Show me all the Antarians, Max thought, and the white nodule accommodated him by blinking a multitude of times. Three bright spots appeared on the map in the Hollywood Hills region. One continued to shine where he had asked it to locate Isabel. And two more were visible near the City of Industry. The third, faltering light that had been with the others when Langley had demonstrated the ken-teef was now gone. «She's dead," Max said. He dropped the ken-teef onto the table. «Who's dead?» Langley asked. «What's this about?» «Lonnie. Isabel's duplicate. Vilandra's duplicate. Whatever. Her light was the one that was blinking before. The one you said was in trouble. It's not there anymore.» «What makes you so sure it's hers?» Langley asked. Max giggled a bit, but not out of mirth. He recognized it as a sound that came from someplace deep, dark, and very deliberately hidden. «One Max. Two Michaels. One Isabel. One Ava. One Langley. That's it. That's all that's left of Antar's good guys. Because the Special Unit just killed Lonnie.» Liz appeared in the doorway. «Max, what's wrong?» Max looked at her. Though he knew his eyes were wet, he could feel a smile tugging gently at his face. «It wasn't Isabel, Liz. In your premonition. It wasn't Isabel they vivisected. It was Lonnie. The duplicate. She's dead now.» «I think you'd better sit down, Max," Langley said. «You look like you're about to faint, kiddo.» «I'm so sorry, Max," Liz said, coming over to hug him as he sat in a huge padded chair. «How do you know for sure the other Vilandra is dead?» Langley asked, grabbing the ken-teef for himself and examining the points of light that reappeared on the map. «Maybe she got into a car and just drove out of the ken-teefs range.» «I was having a… Kyle brought me into a vision. It was kind of like one of Isabel's dreamwalks, only I was awake," Max said, trying to explain. «Isabel was there, and Kyle, and Sheriff Valenti, and this FBI agent who is helping him fight the Special Unit. We were trying to figure out what to do next. They'll all be arriving here in the next hour.» He stopped, trying to refocus his thoughts, to reach high enough ground to avoid being swept away by his own roiling sense of grief and loss. «We were discussing things, and…«He began weeping openly, and used the back of his hand to wipe the tears from his cheek. Liz leaned over from behind, embracing him. «It's okay, Max.» After a pause, he found his voice again. «We were talking, and Isabel suddenly went all bloody, and then she got ejected from the vision," Max said, resuming. «She just wasn't there anymore.» «Maybe your Vilandra somehow tuned in on the duplicate Vilandra's death," Langley said quietly, looking and sounding sadder than Max had ever seen him. «Like some sort of psionic sympathetic vibration," Liz said, nodding in agreement. But Max wasn't at all sure about that. «Then why didn't I feel something when Zan died in New York? The other me, I mean?» Liz shrugged. «Maybe it's because your powers don't seem to have a telepathic component. Isabel's dreamwalk powers might have made her sensitive to the death of her duplicate.» Max nodded soberly. He wondered what the East Coast Tess had felt at the moment of her counterpart's fiery death a few months back. Langley turned away from them, and Max saw one of his hands clenching and unclenching. The shorter man's back tensed, and suddenly, across the room, all of the drink glasses near the wet bar exploded. Glass cascaded through the air, but none of it came close to any of them. Langley turned back around, and Max saw an expression of anger of hatred on his face. He had seen him like this before, when he had forced Langley to shapeshift and help him find the spaceship. Langleys fury seemed even more focused and vehement, almost white-hot in its intensity. «They were my responsibility," he said, his voice low and menacing. «But they didn't want my help.» «Who?» Max asked.


«Your duplicates» Langley snarled. «They could have been you. They could have been better than you. I could have given them so much! But I let them reject me, let them go off on their own. Because my life became more important to me than theirs.» Max started to speak. «If it was their choice " «They didn't know any better," Langley said, interrupting him. «1 should have forced them to see.» He stalked out of the room, jagged shards of glass crunching underneath his bare feet. He didn't seem to notice the crimson footprints he was leaving across the plush cream-colored carpeting. Max felt something rip loose within his chest and realized he was crying again. But he knew that grief over Lonnie's death hadn't summoned the tears this time. Instead, it was the knowledge that Isabel was safe. His sister had beaten the horrible fate that Liz had glimpsed. But Lonnie's death will eat at you, a small but resolute voice in his mind told him. And that's just one more thing that the Special Unit will have to answer for. Isabel was feeling much better, but she still had no explanation for what had happened during Kyle's mindlink just before the jet had landed. When she returned to consciousness, she was lying on the floor of the plane, with Jesse and the others hovering over her, concerned. But despite a few lingering phantom pains in her skull, her worst complaint was the bloody nose she'd received when she'd fallen from the seat. The plane had landed without incident. As promised, Brody had arranged a limousine at the private airfield, and it whisked the quartet away the moment they had gotten what little they had with them unloaded from the airplane. She saw that fatigue had finally caught up with Kyle, and he had been asleep from the moment he'd sat down in the limo. Luckily, he didn't snore much, though Isabel did wish that he would close his mouth. Shelby also seemed to be wavering between alertness and semiconsciousness, despite all the coffee she had consumed. Caffeine crash, Isabel thought, glad she'd never gotten herself quite as hooked on the stuff as Shelby apparently was. Jesse had given the limo driver the new address where they were to meet, and was now using the car phone to call Brody Davis. «Yeah, sorry to call you so late," Jesse said, his voice low and reassuring. «We had to make an unscheduled stop in Chicago. We picked up Kyle and Isabel there.» He paused and listened. «Yes, they're both fine.» He listened for another moment and said, «Yeah, that is good news. I'll let them know. Just don't do anything you'll need a lawyer to get you out of. All the suits are out here.» Jesse paused again, and his expression grew serious. «Listen, Brody, there's been a change of plans here. Max and the others are already in Los Angeles. They've been thinking along the same lines we have, and they're meeting with some powerful media people now. We're still trying to find the best way out of this situation, so we aren't going to go to the people you suggested just yet. We'll meet with Max's, um, media contacts first.» Isabel shifted in her seat and squeezed Jesse's hand as he stopped to listen again. Finally, he said, «Yes, I know. It's going to work out, one way or the other. Valenti and Agent Duff are going to join us too. Yes, we got a message to them. Listen, Brody, I need to ring off here.» He paused. «Good, yes, I'll keep you updated as things progress. And thank you again for all your help.» After Jesse hung up the phone, Isabel asked, «How's he doing?» «Sounds positively giddy over the material Valenti and Duff brought him from the Special Unit safe house. If we do decide that exposing the group is the thing to do, he's got a lot of ammunition there. And probably lots more, once somebody hacks into those hard drives.» Isabel snuggled up against Jesse. She still wasn't certain that «outing» themselves as aliens living on Earth was such a good idea. If the Special Unit forced them to play that card, what chance would she and Jesse have at a normal life afterward? She hoped with all her heart that they could find some workable alternative. She just couldn't imagine what that alternative might be. As she landed the helicopter, Duff was aware that this was the second time in the last twenty-four hours that she had touched down on the property of someone whose financial worth probably exceeded her lifetime earning potential, tripled. This knowledge made the horrendous damage the heavy aircraft was causing to Langley's carefully manicured lawn what little she could see of it resembled the golf course at Pebble Beach much less distressing for her. Of course, it wasn't that she disliked rich people; she just wished that the socioeconomic playing field were a bit more level. It would be nice if these suckers really had to work for their money, she thought as she clambered down from the chopper. Inside the mansion, she finally met Langley, whom Jim Valenti had described to her as the movie-producer-whowas-secretly-an-alien. She was also introduced to Jesse Ramirez, Shelby Tremaine, and some of the others she hadn't officially «met» back in Roswell when she'd been working the Laurie Dupree case. Everyone looked really, really tired, and as she listened to the general discussion of the last two days' adventures, she understood why. Maria DeLuca returned from the other room, where she had been talking to her mother on one of Langley's secure phones. Duff smiled at her, and the two of them surveyed the room and its various conversational groupings. «So, what do you think?» Maria asked. «Of?» «Of our ever-expanding 'I Know an Alien' society," Maria said, deadpan. «I think it's outgrown the 'Pod Squad' nickname, now that it's over ten people. Pretty soon we'll need to issue membership cards.» Duff smiled. «Truthfully, Tm a little weirded out by it all. I mean, I'm doing this fighting the Special Unit because I think it's right. But if my girlfriend knew what this 'assignment' was really all about, I bet she'd throw me and my cats out on our collective butts.» «Aren't you a little worried that something could happen to you here?» Maria asked. Duff had considered that. She'd pulled some strings and seriously fudged the requisition paperwork in order to get the chopper and come this far; how public would her involvement in this matter become if they really did manage to blow the lid off the Special Unit? It was one reason she had worn a mask during the raid on the safe house. Only the people on my side can really know what kind of shadow world I've gotten myself involved in here, she thought. The safest course jor me is to keep my face out ojit and return the chopper in one piece, and with the gas tank full. She realized that while she had been woolgathering, Maria was still patiently waiting for an answer. «Sorry," Duff said with an uncertain smile. «I guess you've got me thinking hard about the consequences of all this. But you know, I have to believe that everything's going to turn out well. If I don't believe that, I won't be able to face whatever's ahead.» Maria nodded. «That's what I keep telling myself, too. On the other hand, I don't seem to be all that useful around here. I don't have cool alien powers or Crouching Tiger, Hidden Dragon fighting skills, or a boss black chopper, or lots of money, or a media empire. What am I gonna do sing for the troops?» Duff patted her on the back. «Never underestimate the importance of morale. I have a hunch you'll end up playing a bigger role in all this than you might think.» Later, everyone began filing into Langley's large, richly appointed study. Langley sat at one end of the long table, while Max sat at the other. Max felt even less like a leader than he usually did. After all, Duff, Valenti, and Langley each had far more experience and knowledge than he did. But he was determined to rise to their level rather than let his indecision paralyze him or the cause they were all fighting for. Duff was busy working at an experimental high-tech Macintosh that hadn't been released yet to the public; it was plugged into a wall-mounted DSL line. «Even with all my clearance codes, this is as far as I can get without a password," she said, frowning at the screen. «I don't know if I'm gonna be able to sneak us into that Special Unit base or not.» «Hand me the communicator orb," Langley said, sounding calm and confident. Michael slid the heavy alien device across the oak tabletop toward Langley, oblivious to several winces and glares as everyone watched to see if it scratched the polished wood. Langley held the orb over Duff's computer screen, and the curlicue symbol on top of the stone immediately began to glow. In the air in front of the screen, lights spelled out a set of letters and numbers. «There's your password," the former alien protector said. «Cool," Kyle said. «You mean those rocks can figure out any computer password?» «Yes, and decipher just about any language," Langley said. «They are called 'communicator orbs' for a reason.» «We just thought they were for contacting Antar or something," Isabel said. «That was how we received the message from our mother.» «You were in the cave, near the Granilith then, weren't you?» Langley asked. «I guess.» «The message you received just happened to be what the stones channeled from inside the cave," Langley explained. «In fact, the message was actually in the Granilith. And, unfortunately, unlocking that message is what set off the ken-teej signals all over the world. Because of that, every resident alien on the planet found out that somebody had activated the Granilith. Thankfully, very few of them knew where it was located.» «Got it," Duff said, interrupting Langley's lecture. «I have the address and some other information about the local Special Unit base.» «Are there floor plans or schematics?» Valenti asked. «Yes, I'm downloading them now. And I've got Damn!» Duff punched at the keys. «Damn! Damn!» Langley and Liz quickly moved behind Duff as she continued furiously punching keys. Suddenly, she turned and yanked the DSL cable out of the wall. «What?» Max said. «They must have some watchdog program guarding the site," Duff said, frustration evident in her voice. «Looks like I missed it somehow. I'm sorry. I got as much as I could.» «Can they trace you back to here, or do you think your 'pulling the plug' trick worked?» Langley asked, sounding annoyed. «There's no way to tell for sure," Duff said, clearly not appreciating Langleys tone. «If some guys in black body armor kick your door down tonight, then you'll know.» Langley sighed and looked beseechingly at the ceiling. «Great. Lovely. Perfect.» Max cleared his throat loudly enough to make everyone present pause and look his way. «I'd say it's high time we got down to business. Langleys got people aliens, mercenaries, and even a few alien mercenaries who can help us mount a direct attack on the Special Unit base. «Of course, that's how Langley wants to handle it, and I suspect many of you do as well. But that's a dangerous option, and it may get more of us captured, or worse. We also have no way of knowing if we'll get our parents out alive, or if we'll be able to stop the Special Unit once and for all.» Max continued, seeing that no one was making a move to interrupt him. «Langley has also got media people who will help us if we decide to 'out' the Special Unit which also means letting the world know that Isabel, Michael, and I are aliens. That's the plan my dad was working on, the plan that Shelby and Jesse are ready to implement, the plan that Brody is willing to help with. But that could boomerang back on us too. We would lose our anonymity and still not get our parents back alive. They covXd just 'disappear' while we might face a whole new set of problems.» He stood up and laid his hands flat on the table, looking at every person around the table, one by one. «The time to strike back against the Special Unit has to be now. But the question remains: Exactly how do we go about it?» «Don't forget," Langley said to Max, «we have a very potent secret weapon, right here in this room. As long as we're not afraid to use it, that is.» The producer glanced significantly at both Isabel and Kyle. «What do you mean?» Max asked, frowning. Langley shook his head as though his notion should have been perfectly obvious. Then he offered a quick explanation. Reactions around the room were mixed as everyone began talking at once. Max sincerely hoped Langley's «secret weapon» would remain an untested idea. But he was quickly beginning to doubt that he'd be so lucky. 14. Over the past several months, Max had found himself growing more and more dependent upon Michael's innate strength and capacity to make decisions. After all, during his previous life as Rath, Michael had led all the military forces of Antar. Max had also become increasingly uncomfortable with the notion of being the groups default leader whenever life-and-death choices had to be made in a hurry. But today was different. Taking charge felt right to Max, as though he had finally begun living up to whatever destiny awaited him wherever that destiny, and his own careful choices, ultimately took him. «Okay, Langley's secret brain-bomb weapon aside, something tells me you've already cooked up a plan for taking on the MiBs," Maria said, looking first at Max, then at everyone else assembled. «So how do you propose to deploy our little Slayer Army, O King of Antar?» Max saw in Maria's eyes a look of expectation that belied the flippancy of her words. The rest of the group Liz, Isabel, Michael, Kyle, Langley, Valenti, Jesse, Shelby, and Agent Duff stood about Max in a loose semicircle in Langley's luxurious study, each of them also watching him with evident anticipation. King ojAntar, Max thought, thinking of the previous life about which he knew so little. That life lay decades in the past and light-years away; despite his alien-hybrid powers, he was only Max Evans now. The butterflies of indecision began returning to his insides. «We really have only one good option," he said, trying to inject confidence into his voice. He smiled with mild surprise as he discovered that the feeling was genuine. «And that option is?» prompted Michael, one eyebrow raised. Is he waiting for me to become indecisive so he can take charge again? Max wondered. That unseemly thought caused him a brief pang of guilt, and he pushed the notion away as unworthy. He knew that Michael only wanted whatever was best for the group, just as he did. «It's to attack the Special Unit on two fronts at once," Max continued. «I'll lead some of you on a direct assault on the Special Unit stronghold. But some of you will have to stay here.» «We're stronger if we stick together, Maxwell," Michael said. «Especially since this might just end up being our last stand.» «Way to be positive, Spaceboy," Maria said, favoring Michael with a withering scowl. He shrugged, shaking his shoulder-length hair behind him. «I'm just saying.» «If it is our last stand, then I'm going to make damn sure it's theirs as well," Max said, meeting Michael's intense yet somehow wistful gaze. Did his old friend really see so little hope in their future? It's up to me to do something about that, Max thought, taking a protracted moment to study each and every one of the silent faces of those who had gathered to fight on his side in the coming war. «You're right, Michael," he said at length. «We are strongest when we're together. And we'll all be working together only not from the same place.» Liz nodded. «There's no point in putting all our eggs in one basket. But if you think I'm going to be anywhere except at your side, Max, then you've got another think com " Holding up his hand, Max interrupted her. «I'm going to need you with me, Liz.» She blinked in surprise. «You will?» «Your precognitive powers and your other abilities might come in handy," he said, feeling queasy about the possibility of putting his wife into harm's way. We're all in harm's way as long as the Special Unit is gunning for us, he reminded himself, and as long as they're holding Mom and Dad and the Parkers. «I hope so," Liz said, looking pained. Maria noticed Liz's discomfiture. «What's wrong?» «I've had a couple of flashes over the past hour," Liz said, shrugging. «But it's all a jumble. All I see is what looks like a pure white room. And I sense a feeling of fear. And anger.» «Nuts," Maria said. «White rooms, fear, and anger are never good together.» «Are you sure you're the one who's in the white room?» Max wanted to know. Liz smiled weakly. «I'm not sure of much of anything at this point. It's all a confusing hodgepodge, like it was filmed by those Blair Witch guys. Looks like these new alien powers have failed me in the clinch.» «Speak for yourself, O Seer," Kyle said, grinning. He was standing beside the table, idly examining the alien, stonelike communicator orbs that Eddie had given them while the group had been en route to Los Angeles. «I'm starting to feel like I can do practically anything. Like I'm ready to take on the entire Brotherhood of Evil Mutants all by myself.» «Calling all geeks," Maria said, rolling her eyes. «We're in the real world here, Kyle. Care to participate?» «What's your specific plan for splitting up our forces?» Valenti asked Max, his craggy face somber as he stepped on Kyle's rejoinder in an obvious effort to get the conversation back on track. «And are you really sure it's wise?» Max knew he wasn't sure. But he also knew that he had to be, or had to seem to be, sure. «Absolutely," he said. «No point throwing everything we have right at their front door," Duff said, nodding in agreement. «Especially when the hack I just did on their computer might have warned them that we're coming.» «Don't forget," Langley said. «I've got access to mercenaries as well as media folk. A small army, if you need it.» Max shook his head. «That's fighting them on their terms. We'll lose that kind of war.» And risk becoming just like them in the process. «So we don't take them on in a straight fight," Langley said, nodding. «That implies doing something sneaky. I'm down with that. I can do sneaky, especially if it keeps the Feds from kicking down my very expensively carved tropical hardwood door.» Michael nodded as well, looking every inch the Antarian general, despite his rock-star haircut. «Asymmetrical warfare. I'm down with that, too.» The Valentis, junior and senior, looked at each other uncomfortably. Max could see that the lopsidedness of the coming battle was uppermost on the deputy's mind, while Kyle a practicing Buddhist was no doubt troubled by the thought of having to take part in serious violence. «This war may not be as 'asymmetrical' as you might think," Duff said, pointing toward the black body armor that encased her torso. «I took the liberty of stashing a few extra Iron Man suits in the back of the chopper. Even if we go down fighting, our strike team is gonna give as good as it gets. We do it right, they won't even see us comin'.» «The question is, who goes on this little raid?» Jim Valenti asked, brushing a piece of lint from the body armor he was still wearing. «Besides me, that is.» «Try and stop me," Duff said, grinning first at Valenti, then at Max. «I'm right beside you, Maxwell," Michael said. «And I'm right beside you, Spaceboy," said Maria. She turned to Duff. «Do those stormtrooper outfits come in any other colors? Accessorizing properly is half the battle, you know.» «Slow down, Maria," Michael said, placing his hands on Maria's shoulders. «You are not coming with us. It's way too dangerous.» She swatted his hands away with both of her own. «Need I remind you that the MiBs might be on their way here even as we speak? It isn't like I'll be a whole lot safer here.» «I'll keep an eye on her while the rest of you are gone," Langley said. «MiBs or no MiBs.» Max shook his head. «No, you won't. You're on the strike team too. I'm going to need your firepower.» «Firepower schmirepower. I'm an alien protector. A behind-the-cameras kind of guy. Watching over people is what I'm supposed to do. Not fight in guerrilla wars.» «One of the people you were supposed to watch over just died in that Special Unit facility," Isabel said, her eyes flashing angrily at Langley. «Crap," the producer said with a resigned sigh, gazing contemplatively into the deep pile carpet. His jaw muscles worked in silence for a moment, as duty, remorse, and fear appeared to wrestle within him. Then he turned to Max. «I don't suppose it would do any good to try to convince you that bringing me along would be a huge mistake?» «No," Max said simply. «Complete waste of time, in fact. So let's just skip it.» «You know, being genetically programmed to follow your orders really bites. I feel like a freakin'Jem'Hadar soldier from Star Trefe.» '«Resistance is futile,'" Michael quoted with a smirk. «Wrong alien race," Kyle said. «You're thinking of those cyborg guys who " «Enough with the geek-off, already!» Maria shouted, interrupting Kyle. She jabbed an accusatory finger toward Max. «This is a clear case of alien chauvinism! You're trying to keep me sidelined because I can't shoot thunderbolts out of my fingertips, or play peepshow with other people's dreams.» Max saw Isabel begin a slow burn at that. «It has nothing to do with that," he said, gesturing toward Jim Valenti and Agent Duff. «Last time I checked, the deputy and I were both plain old garden-variety humans," Duff said. «Knock on wood," Kyle added, sotto voce, looking straight at his father, obviously referring to the alien powers Max's healing ability had already bestowed upon both Kyle and Liz and that might one day also give the senior Valenti metahuman talents of some sort. Maria apparently hadn't heard Kyle, and wasn't buying the argument that Duff and Max were selling. «The only reason those two get a pass on your 'non-aliens need not apply' policy is the cool armor and weapons they're packing.» «That's not fair, Maria," Max said, feeling his patience beginning to fray. «I can wear body armor," she pleaded. «And I can handle a gun too. I still have one of the pistols we took from those federal agents in Cheyenne. I even figured out how to take it apart and put it back together again.» «Kind of amazing we haven't had more 'friendly fire' accidents, then," Michael said, tossing a sideways grin toward Max. She glared daggers at Michael. «If you end up suffering a 'gun accident' while we're in the trenches together, Spaceboy, remember that friendly was your word, not mine.» Suppressing a smirk of his own, Max held up his hand in a gesture of peace. «I need you on my secondary team, Maria.» Her only response was a petulant pout. Max thought Duff might have been able to land her black chopper on Maria's lower lip. Standing between Isabel and Shelby, Jesse finally spoke up. His suit was rumpled from his harrowing day of travel. «The secondary team I assume that's the group Shelby and I will be with, the ones in charge of keeping our media contacts ready to mobilize their armies.» «And the ones in charge of, um, 'outing' the Special Unit to the public," Shelby added. «Our media blitzkrieg, so to speak," Michael said. Now he wasn't smiling. «That's right," Max said. Like Michael, he still wasn't happy with the flip side of the media assault on the Special Unit which amounted to alerting the entire world to the fact that he, Isabel, and Michael were aliens. «I want you to be part of our media team as well," Max added, addressing Kyle. Kyle looked both relieved and disappointed. «You sure you want to keep me on the bench, Max? I mean, everybody knows I'm not very keen on ultraviolence. But I was one of West Roswell High's most athletic specimens and I'm no coward, Buddhism notwithstanding. You might need me up at the line of scrimmage. Especially if we have to…» He trailed off, looking sheepish. «Especially if the Special Unit forces us to fire off our little ad hoc secret weapon," Langley finished for him, referring to a last-ditch tactic the group had bandied about a little earlier. Max gave Kyle an appreciative smile. It was hard now to believe that he'd once thought of Kyle as an overbearing, egotistical lout in a letterman's jacket. «This isn't a football game, Kyle. And it has nothing to do with either Buddhism or courage.» Max looked his former rival straight in the eye. «I'm going to need your psychic party line running from a safe, remote location. That way you can keep everyone on our primary team in touch with one another but from here. And Jesse's team might need you to make direct mental contact with any of the media people who aren't answering their phones.» Isabel shook her head. «I'm not sure that'll work, Max.» Max frowned, realizing that another moment he'd been dreading was fast approaching. «What do you mean, Iz?» «So far, Kyle's third-party telepathy only seems to work when I'm physically with him.» «Exactly," Max said. «Now wait just a damn minute, dear brother," Isabel said, her eyes flaring. «Where do you get off telling me I have to stay behind?» He grinned. «I'm the king, remember?» She clearly wasn't amused. «I don't remember voting for you.» Michael leaned toward Langley, stage-whispering. «I want a sample of your DNA, if it's not too much trouble.» Langley looked at him through narrowed eyes. «What for?» «To see if we can inject copies of your blind-obedience genes into Iz and Maria.» «I heard that!» Isabel and Maria roared in furious unison. At the moment, Max was beginning to think that Michael's joking notion might have some real merit. «Isabel, we can't risk letting the Special Unit capture you. Or have you forgotten Liz's vision?» Isabel lifted her hands in exasperation. «Have you forgotten that Liz saw Lonnie's horoscope, not mine?» «Just because the Special Unit killed Lonnie doesn't mean they can't still do the same thing to you," Liz pointed out, her dark eyes grave. Surprisingly, Maria now seemed to have been won over. «If.Isabel is grounded, too, then 1 guess 1 have to withdraw my 'alien chauvinism' objection.» «'Alien chauvinism,' my eye. It's more like a case of brotherly paranoia," Isabel said, now looking as petulant as Maria had looked just a little earlier. «It's not paranoia when somebody really is trying to get you," Michael pointed out. He turned and faced Max, an eager look on his face. «So let's go over the battle plan for our A-Team, Maxwell.» «We go to the mattresses, Michael," Max said, quoting from The Codjather, which was a mutual favorite. «I have to give you high marks for enthusiasm, Max," Jim Valenti said. «But a sound-bite from the Corleone brothers leaves little to be desired in terms of tactics and strategy. We're planning an armed rescue with media blackmail on top of it. And there's a very real chance we'll have to do some killing, or be killed ourselves.» Looking at Valenti, Max nodded slowly. He had already considered the possibility of having to kill or be killed. In fact, he had agonized over it ever since the group had first discussed it. But in the end, the need to rescue his and Liz's parents had won out. With Kyle's ability to link and amplify Isabel's and Langley's powers, we might even be able to kill or cripple a whole lot of Special Unit agents all at once, he thought, hoping the need to unleash the «secret weapon» wouldn't arise. With a sense of resignation, Max decided he would leave that up to the Special Unit. The MiBs didn't have to choose a fight to the death, after all; Max was ready to offer them a better alternative, one that everyone could live with. It was up to them. Michael shrugged at Valenti, then met Max's gaze squarely. «We go to the mattresses. Works for me.» Max's spirits rose as he saw that Michael was ready to follow him wherever he was going. Michael seemed to be saying that he would do whatever he had to do to rescue the Evanses and the Parkers. And to make certain that the Special Unit could never threaten anyone else ever again. «So are we going to just march right up to the Special Unit's front door?» Duff asked, scowling. «As a matter of fact… yes," Max said. He only hoped that he and his friends had the power and the luck to pull off this crazy plan. 15. City of Industry, California After everything Margolin had seen over the past week up to and including the bizarre alien blood and the apparently normal human organs of the alien girl the medics had taken apart a short time ago he thought he'd lost the capacity to be surprised. But that was before Max Evans turned up on the very doorstep of the Special Unit's West Coast compound, apparently alone and unarmed. Why hasn't he put up any resistance? Margolin thought as he watched Bartolli assist a pair of black-suited agents in frog-marching the wiry teenager into Margolin's small office. All three of Evans's escorts still had their tinfoil caps tightly in place across their skulls. «Max Evans," Margolin said. «Your… visit is certainly a surprise.» Max's dark eyes seemed to hold equal parts anger and fear. And there's something else there too, Margolin thought, without being able to put his finger on exactly what it was. Resolve? The teen shrugged Bartolli's restraining hand off his shoulder, prompting the other two agents to raise their lethal-looking pistols menacingly. «I'd advise you not to do anything you might regret later, Mr. Evans," Margolin said, keeping his voice icy. «Assuming 'later' is an applicable word, in your case.» «Don't worry," said Evans. «Trust me, if I wanted to, I could kill you before your goons could do anything about it.» Margolin nodded. «No doubt. But you'd follow me into eternity only a fraction of a second later, believe me. And where would that leave your poor parents? And Miss Parker's?» Max's eyes flashed, as though he was holding himself back only by the most strenuous expenditure of effort. «Gotta give the kid credit for having guts," said Bartolli. «Trying to mount a daring rescue mission. And all on his own, to boot.» Margolin walked toward the Evans boy, stopping only a few inches away from him. «Is that your plan? Or have you come to surrender?» Evans smiled at that. Another surprise. «Neither. I've come to make you an offer. One that you can't afford to refuse.» I'm really into it up to my neck now, Jim Valenti thought, clenching the rifle in his black-gloved hand as he stood in the dark alley beside the building that the alien compass device had revealed as their target. The coffee was wearing off and fatigue was beginning to catch up to him. At the moment there was nothing he wanted more than a long nap. Keep your mind on the job, Valenti thought, forcing himself with sheer willpower to remain focused and alert. People are depending on you. Duff, Liz Evans, and a jittery-looking Langley were beside him. Valenti worried that the alien entertainment mogul might panic and run off, now that he was outside of Max's immediate reach. But evidently the genetically enforced commands Max had given him were preventing that. So jar, Valenti thought. A lot of things can still go very wrong with this operation very quickly. «Are they in?» Duff whispered to Langley, her black mask giving her voice a muffled, throaty quality. Thanks to the mask, Valenti doubted any of the MiBs inside the compound would recognize her, even if some of them had worked closely with her on previous FBI assignments outside of the Special Unit. Langley closed his eyes and appeared to concentrate intently. «I've got Kyle on the psychic hot line. He says the mindmelds he established with Max and Michael before we left are still holding up.» «'Mindmelds'?» Duff said. «I think you've been working in TV a little too long, Langley.» Langley scowled. «You want to hear Kyle's play-by-play or not?» «Please. Carry on.» «Michael has just reached the air duct you scoped out when you hacked their computer. The Feds haven't traced what you did and stormed my house yet, you'll be happy to know.» «I'm thrilled," Duff said in a sarcastic tone. «Now what about Max?» «The Special Unit just put the arm on him. Captured him without a fight, just the way you planned. Tres goofy plan, by the way» «Shut up," said Duff. But Valenti wasn't at all sure that the bald alien was wrong. «Can you tell if the Special Unit has detected Michael yet?» Valenti asked. Langley shook his head. «For some reason, I can't seem to get inside any of their heads. Neither can Kyle or Isabel, from what I hear on the alien-psychic tom-toms.» «Don't worry, Dad. Max and Michael are both all right at least so far.» Valenti felt surprise surge up his back like an accidental electrocution. He turned and looked over his shoulder to find the source of the voice he'd just heard. «Kyle?» Suddenly the alley around him vanished, and he was standing in a small, brightly lit office. Two secret-service types flanked him, while a pair of dark-suited men, one scarred and gray-haired, the other one balding, younger, and fiercer, faced him with menace in their eyes. And tinfoil caps on their heads. Valenti wondered what the hell that was all about. «Guts, indeed," the gray-haired man was saying to Valenti/Max, a look of restrained surprise on the man's face. He and the fierce-looking man beside him were looking intently at him/Max. No, Valenti reminded himself. It's Max they're looking at. I'm just an invisible eavesdropper. «That's quite an ultimatum you just issued, son," said the feral man with the thinning hair. «But I don't believe you can back it up.» «Over here, Dad," said Kyle, whom Jim Valenti only now noticed was standing unobtrusively in a corner, with Isabel at his side. Valenti turned toward them, alarmed. «Kyle, what the hell do you think you're doing?» Kyle grinned at him. «Don't worry. These Tommy Lee Jones knockoffs can't see or hear me or you. I was having such an easy time keeping the line to Max and Langley open that I thought I'd see if I could conference somebody else into the Max-Michael-Langley Network, so to speak. I'm surprised it wasn't harder to do, considering that my brain-battery» he hooked a thumb toward Isabel «and I are still sitting in Langley's house.» Suddenly, the office faded, and Valenti found himself crawling on his belly through a narrow, pitch-black space, enclosed by walls barely wider than his shoulders. Now I'm seeing what Michael is seeing, he realized. He's working his way through the air ducts. Then he noticed that he could still see the office and the tinfoil-capped men who were interrogating Max, like a photograph that had been double exposed. On top of that, he realized he could also see Duff, Langley, Liz, himself, and the alley in which their real-world, flesh-and-blood forms were all standing. The triple image was damned distracting. «Now isn't the best time to be conducting unannounced telecommunications experiments, son," Valenti said. Absurdly, he remembered the time he had caught a much younger Kyle Valenti redhanded in the act of making a prank phone call. Jim could still see Kyle's washed-out image. The lad suddenly looked embarrassed, as though tuned directly into his father's thoughts. «Sorry, Dad. Wasn't trying to mess up your game. Actually, I thought I was going to make contact with Liz first, since she got her powers the same way I did. Figured we'd be on the same wavelength or something. Must have got you instead because I've been worrying so much about you.» That made sense to Valenti. But he also wondered if Kyle had homed in on him rather than Liz because he, Jim Valenti, was finally beginning to metamorphose into something other than entirely human, the way both Liz and Kyle had. After all, each of them had suffered mortal gunshot wounds only to be brought back from the abyss of death by Max's healing touch. Kyle's emerging psychic abilities appeared to be some sort of unintended consequence of that. «Sure," Jim said, feeling distinctly uncomfortable. He also was beginning to experience some nausea, as the two overlapping sets of sensory information Kyle was feeding him played havoc with his inner ear; he couldn't tell whether he was standing or lying on his belly. «You must have been thinking about me unconsciously.» At least he hoped to hell that's all it was. «Try not to worry, son. And concentrate on your job keeping the phone lines open, so to speak. Now, if you don't mind, I'd like to get back to my job. Duff and I still have a castle to storm here.» «Sorry, Dad, I'll just " Valenti was suddenly standing back in the alley, his weapon clenched in his hands. He wasn't sure if Kyle had dropped him out of the mental link, or if he had somehow done it himself. He hoped it was the former; there was enough on his plate right now without having to worry about dealing with a developing superpower of his own. Besides, that would just give Maria yet another reason to complain about feeling left out. Valenti noticed that one of Duff's gauntleted hands was on his armored shoulder. Liz was looking at him with concern in her eyes. Langley looked as though he wanted to bolt, and seemed to seethe with frustration because he couldn't. «You all right there, Chief?» Duff said. «You sorta went away on us for a minute there.» Valenti nodded, gently fending Duff off. Though his fear of what the Special Unit might do to their prisoners remained as strong as ever, his brief mental contact with Kyle seemed to have greatly enhanced his confidence. Then he heard Kyle's psionic voice again. Dad, it doesn't look like the MiBs are buying what Max is selling. Langley, who obviously had also received Kyle's message, looked queasy. «Great. Your tax dollars at work. Why can't government people ever do anything the easy way?» «Kyle just told me that Max's ultimatum didn't go over very well," Valenti said to Duff, whose confusion was apparent even through her black mask. «We seem to have run out of nonviolent options. Make sure the 'B' team gets the word, Langley. They have their work cut out for them.» Duff sighed, then cocked her rifle. «And so do we. Let's lock, load, and ride in to the rescue.» And hope like hell we don't get anybody killed, Valenti thought as they moved toward the service entrance that Duff had hacked from the Special Unit's computers. «What do you think, Ava?» Rath said. «Are these guys friends or foes?» Crouching with him behind the Dumpster, Ava said, «They showed up in a black helicopter, they're all wearing black outfits at least one of them is wearing a mask and they're marching right into Dr. Evil's lair as we speak. Seems pretty open-and-shut to me. Put my vote in the 'bad guys' column.» But if they really are the bad guys, Rath thought, then why is it they don't seem to be wearing those goofy tinfoil caps the Special Unit uses to keep Ava from noodling with their minds? Peering around the garbage container again, Rath decided to make his doubts and his rising hopes known. «Bad guys wouldn't have to sneak into the place the same way we did. These guys might be on our side.» «Maybe I should walk up and introduce us?» Rath shook his head. He wasn't about to throw all caution to the winds. «Can you keep us invisible from all four of them so we can follow them in?» Of course, he knew that she couldn't actually make anyone truly invisible; but her mindfreak power could make people think they hadn't seen them. As long as they're not wearing those foil beanies. Ava shrugged. «Shouldn't be too hard. But didn't we see more of 'em get off the chopper?» «Yeah," Rath agreed, recalling how they'd seen the black helicopter come in low and land not a mile away from here. At first, he'd thought it was the Feds coming after them again. But not only had they not noticed him and Ava watching them from the shadows of a nearby parking lot, they'd beat feet straight toward the compound from which he and Ava had just escaped. Curious, Rath had followed them back over Ava's objections. «And the MiBs picked one of 'em up," Rath continued. «From right out in front of their HQ. Just like when Luke Skywalker handed his droids over to Jabba the Hutt.» Ava frowned. «What, you're saying these guys are here to rescue Han Solo?» «Or somebody. And don't forget, another one of them peeled off in a different direction right before that.» «Maybe he's planning on sneaking into the building through a different entrance from the one the other four are gonna use," Ava said. «Maybe they are on our side after all.» «The other four must be here to make noise to cover the guy who's sneaking in," Rath said, admiring the strategy. He thought it was something he might have tried himself if he'd had enough troops to pull it off. «Guess there's no point in trying to talk you out of risking both our butts to rescue Lonnie," Ava said. «Nope. And if you try to mindfreak me into leaving her here or into letting you sneak off the last thing that'll go through your mind is my fist.» She spread her hands. «Whoa, big fella. Take it easy. I don't want to leave Lonnie to the Feds' tender mercies any more than you do. I just think we might have better luck if we follow that lone scout into the building instead of hooking up with the main assault team. Those guys are a lot likelier to attract attention and get shot at, if you think about it.» Rath had to admit that she was making sense for once. But the lone sneak had already disappeared minutes ago to wherever it was he'd been headed. Suddenly, Ava was gone. The alley and the Dumpster were gone as well, though the darkness persisted. He was on his belly, crawling forward through an almost claustrophobically narrow space. Then, as quickly as it had come, the dreamlike sensation vanished, a wisp of mnemonic smoke. It felt like the almost telepathic rapport he sometimes shared with Lonnie when they were both asleep. But it was at the same time very different and somehow even more familiar than even Lonnie. Maybe it was an accidental telepathic contact, he thought. Like a psychic wrong number. Whatever it had been, he knew now, with a certainty he'd never felt before in his life, which way they had to go. «Come on," he said, grabbing Ava's elbow. She gasped at the suddenness of his action, but said nothing as he propelled her through the alley, following his own mental roadmap. He had to move quickly, in case the mental image started to fade like an early morning dream. Hang on, Lonnie, baby, he thought, not bothering to wonder about his newfound certainty. The cavalry is finally coming. 16. With the possible exception of the time Agent Pierce had started slicing his chest open in the White Room back in Roswell, Max couldn't think of a time when he'd been in greater personal danger. Can't afford to think about that at the moment, he told himself, wondering how much of his internal thought processes Kyle and Isabel were able to pick up. «Guts indeed," Margolin was saying, trying to keep the surprise from his face. «That's quite an ultimatum you just issued, son," Bartolli said. «But I don't believe you can back it up.» «Are you sure you want to find out the hard way?» Max said, hoping his voice wouldn't crack. His heart felt like a trapped animal trying to escape. «If you don't let my parents and the Parkers go and agree to back off and leave us all alone I can and will go public, and blow your entire operation wide open.» Max let his words hang in the air for several moments, like a lingering pall of smoke. Then the man with the thinning, slick-backed hair who had been deferring to his older, scar-faced leader until now threw his head back and laughed. «I'm not kidding," Max said. «The media will be all over you. And possibly even something a whole lot worse might happen if you really push me.» His skin crawled as he considered Langleys idea of using Kyle's powers as a channel for brain-blasting all the MiBs in the vicinity, probably fatally. «Do you really think Fox News will give a damn about your little alien-hunter story?» said the older man, an indulgent expression on his deeply lined, scarred face. «Do you actually suppose that MSNBC will even consider telling the world that extraterrestrials walk among us? You're presupposing they'll believe what you're saying. And apart from the National Enquirer and the Weekly World News, I just can't see that happening.» Max swallowed hard. He'd already considered this. But what alternative did he have, other than continuing to flee these men or fight them to the death? Why can't I find another way? «Maybe you're right about the 'aliens-among-us' angle," he said after a pause. «But I'm betting that a lot of legit news people will jump all over a story about out-of-control federal agents who kidnap and kill people because they believe an alien invasion is underway. Think of it as a story about how the government uses our tax dollars to commit felonies.» Scarface shook his head and chuckled. «Mr. Evans, I watched the news media sit on its hands while five people in black robes stole a presidential election in broad daylight. Believe me, they won't touch your story with a barge pole. No matter what 'evidence' you think you've collected about us. Besides, we have plenty of media resources of our own.» Max's heart sank, though he hadn't really expected these guys to cave in easily. He realized what he was feeling was more sadness than defeat. It's no go, Kyle, he thought glumly as he switched tactical gears. Langley's «secret weapon» now appeared to be the only arrow in Max's quiver. I need you and Isabel and Langley to be ready to pull the trigger, he thought to Kyle. He could feel both Kyle's and Isabel's reluctance to take such a radical step, however necessary. They weren't killers, and neither was he. «Looks like your bluff has been called, Mr. Evans," said the other man, who began grinning a predator's grin. «What do you propose to do about it?» Max tried to match the man's grin with one of his own. Unbidden, a memory arose of his recent and disastrous television acting audition. He doubted his current performance was any more convincing. But he also knew the time for persuasion had passed. «It's already done," Max said quietly. Scarface motioned to the pair of black-suited agents who still flanked Max. «Take him to the medics so they can drug him. If his hands so much as twitch on the way, you are authorized to use deadly force.» The man with the predatory smile asked, «Slice and dice? Like the girl?» The g}rl, Max thought, fear clutching at his heart as he recalled the light that had faded from the ken-teef back at Langley's. Lonnie's light, which had evidently been snuffed out on a Special Unit dissection table, in fulfillment of Liz's grisly prophecy. «Invasive procedures," Scarface confirmed. Then the agents silently marched Max out into a corridor. Michael had just burned open an air duct in the ceiling and dropped adroitly to the floor he was still following the mental map Kyle and Isabel were telepathically supplying him all the way from Langley's place in the Hollywood Hills when he noticed he wasn't alone in the corridor. Kyle and Isabel were suddenly standing right beside him. Or, at least, that's the way his brain perceived it. «Yeesh!» Michael whispered, turning his head to make sure nobody else was present in the corridor. «Is there any way we can keep our little psychic hot line on audio only? This Kyle-o-Vision thing is a little too much reaching-outand-touching for my taste.» «Sorry," said Kyle. «Professor X and I are still working on controlling my nifty new mutant powers.» «The Special Unit isn't going for the deal, Michael," Isabel said, ignoring the banter. She was very near tears. «And they're taking Max away they're going to cut him open, just like they did with the other… with Lonnie.» Michael wondered why Liz hadn't foreseen this eventuality. Then the reason came to him, along with a burst of renewed confidence. «I'm all over it, Iz. But I'm already in the detention area. Once I bust the parental units free, I'll go after Max.» «But he's going into some sort of operating room now\ It looks like the only way to prevent it is to link my powers to Kyle and Langley and start frying the brains of everybody here.» Of course, Michael already knew that; he'd been halfaware of everything Max had seen, heard, and said ever since Kyle had used his new power to set up a link between him, Max, and Langley during the brief flight from the Hollywood Hills. «Isabel, think about it. Haven't you wondered why Liz hasn't had a future flash about Max getting sliced up?» «Guess 1 haven't thought about it much. I've been too busy worrying about them actually doing it.» Michael pressed on. «The reason Liz didn't see it in her Magic 8 Ball is because it's not going to happen. She didn't have that particular future flash because something is going to prevent it.» «You're counting on luck, General Rath?» said Kyle. «Doesn't sound like a very sound military stratagem to me.» Just like Langley is counting on being lucky enough not to fry the Evanses and the Parkers with this brain-blast thingie, Michael thought. A harsh, painfully loud alarm began sounding, reverberating up and down the empty corridor. He heard the sharp staccato of gunfire in the distance, punctuated by alarmed shouts. The smell of cordite stung his nose. Michael grinned at Kyle and Isabel. «Sometimes luck is the only weapon you can really count on," he said. Then he turned and ran toward the area where his mental map told him the detention cells were located. Over Valenti's no doubt well-intentioned and chivalrous objections, Duff took the point as they forced the lock to a basement-level door and entered the building. Valenti and Liz Evans followed close behind her, while Langley brought up the rear. Despite Max's earlier assurances that the alien producer wouldn't bolt and run, she remained prepared to shoot him nonlethaily, she hoped should he try it. With a stealth born of long years of training and fieldwork, Duff led the group through a maze of narrow rooms, and finally into a well-lit corridor. Fortunately, the long hallway seemed to be empty. Then she heard footfalls coming from behind her. Turning her masked face toward the sound, she realized it was already too late to hide the group. Three black-suited federal agents had just rounded a corner, and the group turned to face them, responding to Duff's shouted warning. Great. Now Langley's our front man. Bullets zinged past Duff's ear. Before she could get off a shot of her own, the producer had raised both his hands, releasing a sheet of pure energy that knocked the federal agents off their feet, sending their weapons flying. The men slid as they hit the polished floor, then came to rest, apparently unconscious. Duff motioned the group forward again. «Let's move, people. They're all probably gonna know we're here by now.» As she trotted down the corridor, in the lead again, she said to Liz, «How 'bout it, psi-girl? What's coming up in our near future?» Liz said, «I think we're about to set off " Suddenly a Klaxon, like a choir of fifty angry car alarms, began shrilling and reverberating loudly up and down the corridor. " an alarm," Liz finished weakly. Duff swore under her breath and kept leading the group forward, her weapon at the ready. None too gently, the two black-suited guards hustled Max into a large, empty room. Compared with the office and the hallway from which he'd just emerged, this place was like an airplane hangar a high-domed ceiling, with a balcony that held a couple dozen chairs, each of which looked down upon the table at the room's center and focal point. The table was surrounded by lights all turned off at the moment and medical apparatus of every description. Max's eyes went from the balcony down to the table, and he realized with a horrified start that the room hadn't been empty. At least, not entirely. On the table lay a motionless, blood-spattered body. Or most of a motionless, blood-spattered body. The corpse had been disassembled, methodically and competently. Max felt his gorge rise when he looked at the corpse's face and saw his sister's eyes, now dull and sightless. That's not Isabel, he reminded himself, shutting his own eyes in an unsuccessful attempt to force the horrific vision away. But the image of the dead girl, her expression frozen in a rictus of mute terror, seemed to have been burned across his retinas. His tightly closed eyes were suddenly awash in tears. He felt someone shove him from behind. «You're next, Martian," said a rough voice. «Once we clean up the mess here, that is.» He heard a weapon being cocked behind him. In front of him, he heard footfalls as someone, or perhaps several someones, entered through another door. Must be the «medics» who sliced Lonnie open like a high school biology lab project. «Get him sedated," Max heard someone say. «Before he has a chance to " Suddenly the room was filled with a cacophonous, sirenlike sound. Max thought he heard one of his escorts say «Intruders.» Though still blinded by tears, Max wasted no time. Galvanized by rage and fear, he spun toward his momentarily distracted guards, raised his hands, and released some of that emotion in the form of a solid wall of force. Through his tears, he dimly saw both Men in Black fly backward into the walls at extreme speed, striking the chrome surfaces like a pair of crash-test dummies. He turned and saw several masked, white-coated people. A pair of them were lunging toward him, one of them carrying a nasty-looking hypodermic needle. He allowed some of his anger to flow outward, and he felt raw power surge through him. Less than two seconds later, Max Evans was the only conscious being in the room. This ends now, he thought, moving back toward the door through which he had entered after pausing briefly to vomit on the blood-flecked floor. Wiping his mouth and blinking away his tears, he stepped back out into the corridor. A half-dozen armed men were already there, crouching in anticipation of imminent combat, their heavy pistols and rifles drawn and ready. They fired as one, even as Max started to raise his hands. The Klaxons were still blaring, but Michael tried not to let that rattle him as he ran down the corridor. This is almost too easy, he thought as he mowed down four more MiBs with another focused blast of energy. Or maybe my control is just getting better the more I get to practice on these guys. As he made his way around the final corner toward the detention cells, he considered the weird headgear all the MiBs he'd encountered so far had been wearing. Those tinfoil hats don't seem to be any great shakes in the protection department. Wonder what they're for. Michael came to a stop in front of a locked door, in a spot that matched the mental map Kyle was sending. Extending a glowing hand, he made short work of the lock, pushed gently, and cautiously entered the room beyond. Phillip Evans turned toward him from the corner in which he stood. He looked bruised, frightened, and tired, but far from defeated. Diane Evans sat cross-legged nearby in the bare white room, as did Jeff and Nancy Parker. Their expressions were dull, guarded. They all looked as though they hadn't slept in a month. Was this what Liz just saw? he wondered. Or was it something else? They all instantly began looking better. «Michael?» each of them said in unison, as those who were sitting on the floor rose awkwardly to their feet. «How?» said Max's dad, confusion and suspicion both evident on his face. He must have suspected that Michael's unexpected appearance was really some sort of psychological dirty trick hatched by the Special Unit, a move calculated to break their spirits by raising their hopes and then cruelly dashing them. Michael wondered briefly whether the Special Unit had placed their prisoners in the same cell for similar reasons, intending to separate them soon in order to stress them further. Or maybe the Feds just want to see what conversations they'll overhear by bringing all the parental units together. «Explanations later," Michael said. «Escape now.» And with that, he led them out into the apparently empty hallway, his fist crackling with gathering force. He was determined to do whatever was necessary to anyone who tried to bar his path. «Follow me.» He felt a sudden sharp pain in his neck, right at the base of his jaw. He reached up with his right hand and felt the fletching on the carbon fiber shaft that protruded from his skin. Michael's bones and muscles began turning to rubber before he could determine from which direction the trank dart had come. He raised a hand in an effort to fend off the black-garbed shapes that swiftly overran him, the Evanses, and the Parkers. The corridor quickly filled with echoing, surreal shouts and screams, overlaid by the weird shrilling of the alarm Klaxon. Hard, muscular arms grabbed him and began carrying him away, dragging him backward. His vision began to dim, like a film fading to black. As he was dragged away, he blinked at the sight of a trio of shapes peering around a corner. Three people, he realized, who seemed to be trying their best to keep out of sight. One of them looked exactly like Tess Harding, except for her straight, silvery-blue hair. The second one's face was identical to Michael's own. Our New York dupes? he thought hazily. He realized that he was losing consciousness and maybe his mind as well when he thought he recognized the third person, whose form was as elusive as a shadow. It looked a lot like Alex Whitman, the group's old friend whom Tess had slain more than a year earlier. Ava winced from the volume of the alarm Klaxons as she watched the group of armed MiBs march four frightenedlooking adults away, while two of the agents half-dragged, half-carried Rath's twin from Roswell. She turned toward Rath. «So are we gonna rescue him, or what?» she asked. Rath grunted. «It's not like I owe him anything.» Ava didn't disagree with that. She knew their best chance of survival lay in freeing Lonnie, then quickly getting as far away from this place as possible. «So what's next? We have to assume they've moved Lonnie to make it harder for anybody to rescue her.» «We follow him," Rath said, pointing with his jaw toward the apparently unconscious Michael, whose escorts were dragging him around a corner. «But we do it discreetly, without sending these guys engraved announcements that we're back in the building. My guess is that my knockoff from Nowhere, New Mexico, will lead us right to Lonnie. Then we're outta here, all three of us.» Ava thought that sounded reasonable, if risky. «Maybe we ought to find some cover, just in case we get caught in here.» Rath blinked in fatigue. «I've been zapping way too many of these MiBs to even think about doing a shapeshift.» «Me too. I have a different idea in mind.» Ava quickly backtracked around the corner they had just turned. On the floor lay a black-suited federal agent whom Rath had just rendered unconscious. Rath followed her, watching her in silence as she knelt beside the agent and removed the tinfoil cap from his skull. Ava grinned up at Rath. «Let's wake him up, wind him up, and watch him go.» How'd I get here? Special Agent Anselmo felt a wave of dizziness, which passed almost as quickly as it had come. The two teenage prisoners walking ahead of him had turned. They were eyeing him curiously, their shackles jingling. Were they thinking he was giving them another chance to try to escape? «Keep moving, you two. Eyes front.» He brandished his Glock nine-millimeter pistol for good measure. The spiky-haired male looked like he was thinking of going for the weapon, then evidently thought better of it. The girl with the silvery-blue 'do simply looked frightened, in over her head. She was clearly no threat. At least, Anselmo thought, not so long as my cap is where it's supposed to be. He realized with a start that he couldn't feel the cap on his head. Without it, one or both of these aliens might be able to reach into his mind, and could conceivably manipulate him into doing or believing just about anything. He reached up with his free hand and sighed with relief after his fingertips brushed the familiar rough metallic texture of the protective skullcap. He was safe. When the corridor came to a «T," the girl stopped, turned, and looked beseechingly at him. «Which way?» Which way. Which way? For a fleeting moment, he wasn't at all sure. «Probably to the same place they dragged Lonnie," the boy growled. «You know, your other female prisoner from earlier.» Right. The medical chamber. That's right. Yes. That's exactly right. He pointed authoritatively down the left side of the «T.» «That way, punk. Move!» The bullets hovered in the air, one of them stopping less than an inch from Max's forehead. He'd managed to erect a force field in time to stop the volley of slugs, but he'd also felt their impact with a force that almost cost him his concentration. That was way too close, he thought as he struggled to keep the shimmering energy barrier up between himself and the group of angry federal agents he'd blundered into in the hallway adjacent to the surgery room. From farther down the corridor, a familiar voice rose above the wail of the Klaxons. «Drop your weapons!» Keeping his force field carefully in place, Max turned toward the sound. Jim Valenti and the still-masked Agent Duff had just rounded a corner, their rifles aimed straight at the MiBs who had been gunning for Max. Behind Valenti and Duff were Langley and Liz, also clad in body armor. The Men in Black immediately turned their attention to the newcomers, opening fire on them without hesitation. This time, Max knew he couldn't extend his force field quickly enough to protect his wife and friends. «Liz!» he shouted. His own force field collapsed as he struggled to reposition it. A split-second after the MiBs, Duff, and Valenti had exchanged a deafening volley of fire, the bullets from both sides hung uselessly in the air, like bugs trapped in amber. «Nice going," Valenti snapped at Langley. «Hey, if I stop theirs, I kinda have to stop ours, too. Impenetrable energy barriers are funny that way.» One of the MiBs turned back toward Max, apparently having noticed that Max's energy screen had fallen. Max barely managed to raise it again in time to stop the agent's slug from ventilating him. So it's a standoff, he thought. He felt profoundly tired, and wondered how long he could keep the MiBs at bay. Fortunately, he knew that Langley was more powerful, and no doubt better rested, than he was. But not even the former alien protector could keep the entire Special Unit at arm's length forever. Max knew that brain-blasting the agents killing or crippling them would soon be the only option left. Suddenly, the sound of the alarm Klaxon stopped, evidently having served its purpose. Though Max's ears were still ringing, he heard a commotion coming from the corridor, in the direction opposite of Langley's force field. A moment later, a squad of armed and armored agents, all of them outfitted with the foil caps, hove into view. Leading them was the Special Unit leader's feral-looking lieutenant, still wearing his government-issue black suit and narrow tie. Then Max noticed the people in the center of the armed group. Carried by two agents was Michael; he was unconscious, or worse. And in the very center of the mass of armed men stood his parents, and Liz's. They looked both tired and terrified. Max tasted fear, and it was bitter. But it was almost overwhelmed by a rush of livid, bilious anger. Is this what it feels like to be Michael? he wondered. «Don't worry," Max shouted to his parents, and to the Parkers. «I'm going to get you out of this. I'm going to get us all out of this.» He only wished he knew how he could do it without soaking his arms to the elbows in blood. The feral man gave his subordinates a terse command, and each of his five prisoners immediately had as many gun barrels trained on their heads. From across the corridor, the feral man turned his hard eyes directly upon Max. «If I see one of your energy zaps come anywhere near me or my men, you'll be an orphan in less time it takes to say it. And this world will be lighter by exactly one alien juvenile delinquent. Now, why don't you lower your shields, Max?» Then Max heard more boots clattering on the floor. This time the armed men were coming from the other side of Langley's force field, forcing him to erect a second one to protect himself, Liz, Duff, and Valenti from a rear-guard action. «Max?» said another voice, this one more smooth and less adversarial than that of the feral man. Max turned quickly toward it. It was Scarface, the Special Unit's leader, walking past his lieutenant and his prisoners as calmly as a Little League coach strolling out to the mound to have a little chat with his team's pitcher. «Max," Scarface repeated. «Max, Max, Max. You don't want your little stunt here today to get anyone else hurt, do you? Least of all your loving parents. Or Liz Parker's.» «Max, don't listen to him!» shouted Phillip Evans. His face expressionless, the feral man slammed the butt of his pistol into the side of the lawyer's head, knocking him senseless. Diane Evans and Nancy Parker screamed as Jeff Parker caught Phillip, who was toppling over like a rag doll.


«You bastardsl» Diane shouted, tears streaming down her face. The feral man holstered his weapon and, very calmly and casually, lit a cigarette. «If she speaks again," he said to his men, «kill her. Same goes for the rest of them.» Scarface shook his head and tsked in mock sympathy. His eyes never left Max's. «Drop the barrier, Max, and tell your friend over there to do the same. You've lost. It's over.» As powerful as Langley had said his «secret weapon» was, Max knew that it would take a few precious seconds time they no longer had for its power to build up properly. He had never felt so helpless before. Abruptly he found himself standing at the brink, teetering at the edge of a bottomless well of despair. Tears stung his eyes. I've failed again. Just like I failed everyone back on Antar. Like a gauge of his own strength, the barrier in front of him fritzed and popped like a bug zapper, then vanished. The suspended bullet clattered to the floor. «Let it down, Langley," Max said, then spoke to the others. «They've won. It's finished.» «Are you crazy, Max?» Langley said, his eyes huge. «Probably. You're supposed to do what I tell you, Langley. Don't argue. Just do it.» Duff, Valenti, and Liz all protested, but Max felt he was beyond hearing, almost beyond caring. He simply couldn't allow these thugs to murder his parents and the Parkers in cold blood. Langley sighed, shook his head, and dropped the barriers that covered his group, front and rear. More bullets rained to the floor. Max felt his emotional center of gravity shift subtly. The abyss of despair drew steadily nearer, I don't care. I just don't want anyone else to have to suffer because of me. I just want this nightmare to be over. One way or another. He shut his eyes. «Max, it's not over," came a voice from the darkness. Opening his eyes, Max found that he was no longer in the Special Unit compound. Or at least, he was no longer entirely there. On one level, he was vaguely aware of the rough hands that were dragging him away. On another, he was sitting in the backseat of the Microbus, looking into the faces of Isabel, Kyle, Jesse, and Shelby as the dark highway unwound in front of the weatherbeaten little van's windshield. Max felt groggy with fatigue and fear. «Who's driving?» Maria cast a quick backward glance in Max's direction from the driver's seat. «I have to get to do something around here, don't I?» «It's not over," Isabel repeated, looking Max squarely in the eye. Max laughed bitterly. «That's not how it looks from in here. I think they've finally beaten us, Iz.» He thought about telling her that they had pistol-whipped Dad right in front of him, but thought better of it. «Don't come here. There's no point in letting them capture you, too.» Memories of Liz's earlier future-flash predicting Isabel's vivisection returned to haunt him. It struck him that she might soon become the Royal One. Isabel thrust out her lower lip defiantly. «Shut up, Max. We're coming to rescue you.» «Listen, Max," Kyle said, leaning forward, his eyes shining with earnest intensity. «The camcorder cavalry should already be arriving in droves. Both local and national media, from the look of it. They'll blow everything the Special Unit's doing right now sky-high.» «We're almost there too," Jesse said, glancing briefly toward the front, where the white lines on the road were moving past as quickly as machine-gun fire. «You were all supposed to stay at Langley's," Max said. «We kind of thought you might say that," Shelby said, grinning. «That's why we sort of neglected to tell you.» «Besides, we didn't want to hang around there, just in case Langley's place got raided," Jesse said. His dark features were a mask of grim determination. Max knew that Jesse had killed before to protect his wife from government alien-hunters; Max could tell from the set of his jaw and the fire in his eyes that he wouldn't hesitate to do so again if push came to shove. Jesse's mention of Langley prompted Max to look quickly around the back of the Microbus. «Where is Langley? And Michael? Aren't they still hooked into the mental linkup?» Max suddenly worried that the Special Unit had already killed them both. «Sure, they are," Kyle said, as enthusiastic as Max was tired. «Michael is unconscious, and Langley seems to be about to wet himself. I think you're not seeing them here in the link because I'm getting better at setting up private psychic chat rooms for specific people. I swear, Max, I'm starting to think I can do just about anything if I put my mind to it.» Max desperately wished that were true. But he knew that wishes were worse than useless. Only deeds counted. He felt himself slipping away from his friends as the Special Unit troopers marched him away. «Tell them to say 'cheese,' Max," Shelby said. «The fourth estate is gonna have film at eleven. And the Special Unit's gonna have a lot of explaining to do.» Max felt his emotional center of gravity shift yet again. But this time the pit of despair seemed to recede from him, even as the brightly lit corridor he was being marched down completely replaced the interior of the Microbus. He suddenly stopped walking, and noted that all of the other captives his and Liz's parents, Michael, Liz, Valenti, Duff, and Langley were all being marched or dragged in the same direction. Good, Except for Michael and Dad, they can all hear me. Scarface and the feral man converged on him. «Let's keep moving, Max," said Scarface. «There's no point in delaying the inevitable, after all.» Max felt his earlier confidence return, like the sudden break of dawn. «You're right. That's why you should have somebody look out the window. You're surrounded.» The feral man scowled and looked as though he was about to strike Max, but Scarface raised a hand and told his subordinate to give the outer perimeter a quick check. Though he appeared doubtful, the feral man made a terse query into his communications earpiece. He listened in silence for a moment. Then his eyes grew large and incredulous. He turned toward Scarface. «The whole place really is surrounded," he said. Scarface scowled. «Surrounded? By what?» «News vans! And they're not ours.» Max grinned. Turnabout, he thought. 17. It's show time, Maria thought. The tires squealed in protest when she brought the Microbus to a halt beside the brightly lit ring of vehicles primarily, vans festooned with broadcast gear and marked with the insignia of various local and national media outlets that had already encircled the ancient factory building. Maria was the first to hop out, and Kyle, Isabel, Jesse, and Shelby quickly followed suit, exiting the van through the other two doors. «This must be the place," Maria said, fiddling nervously with the alien compass device that had guided her here. «Too bad we couldn't find an alternative to 'outing' ourselves to the media," Isabel said. «There goes whatever chance we had at living normal lives.» «Normal. I'm not sure I know what that even means anymore," Kyle said, shouldering the backpack that housed the alien artifacts Eddie had given them. «I'm surprised it was so easy to get this many media people interested in Max's story so quickly," Jesse said. Drawing her sweater tightly about herself against the late-night cold, Shelby nodded. «I was thinking the same thing.» Maria had to agree. All this media interest on such short notice struck her as awfully convenient, and more than a little suspicious. «Maybe there's a way to shed a little light on that question.» Reaching down to her fanny pack, she retrieved one of the alien compass thingies Langley had called them tenspleefs or something from where she had stashed it earlier. Imitating the hand movements she'd seen Max, Michael, and Langley making back at the mansion, she tried to activate it. Nothing happened. Oh, yeah. I don't have alien powers like Liz or Kyle or the charter members of the Pod Squad. This thing evidently won't run on my charm or my outstanding, P.J. Harvey-like song styling sensibility. She turned to Isabel and handed her the alien tracking dingus. «Would you do the honors?» Isabel took the device, which remained pointed toward the news vans. «What am I looking for?» «Cousins of yours," said Maria. «To test a theory of mine. I have an idea about why the media people are so interested in the alien-hunter story we planted tonight.» «And that is?» Kyle said. Maria watched in silence as Isabel closed her eyes and concentrated on activating the device that sat in the palms of her hands. The tracking device suddenly lit up like a Christmas tree. Everyone watched the flashing lights in silence until Maria spoke, breaking the spell. «I've heard of foreign correspondents but I had no idea how many reporters really aren't from around here.» «Sort of explains Geraldo Rivera, doesn't it?» said Kyle. «And maybe that Alan Colmes guy on Fox News," Maria said. «Michael says he's a Romulan.» «Guess it makes sense to take a healthy interest in a story about aliens and alien-hunters," Shelby said. «Especially if you're a reporter who comes from another planet.» Rath kept his hands up as the agent prodded him and Ava forward with the barrel of his Glock. As they reached a door labeled MEDICAL SECTION, Rath looked toward Ava for reassurance. She gave him a nod that told him the man who had «captured» them was seeing and hearing only what she wanted him to see and hear. Rath was glad Ava had been able to nudge him into finding an entrance to the place where the MiBs had taken Lonnie without leading them into the path of the loud fire fight they had just heard going down in a nearby corridor. «Go on in," the agent said, and Rath wasted no time pushing the door open. Here we come, Lonnie. Well have you out of here in no time flat. In the room's center lay a table, which was sprinkled liberally in crimson robin's-egg patterns. And atop the table lay Lonnie. Or what was left of her. No. Not Lonnie. The bastards! Time seemed to stop. Ava burst into great wracking sobs. Rath glanced at the MiB who had been in her thrall; he was blinking and looking stupidly about the room, as though unsure of how he'd gotten here. Then the agent pointed his gun straight at Rath, obviously no longer under Ava's control. You'll pay, Rath thought, raising a hand, his palm facing the agent. You'll all pay, you murdering bastards. His Antarian powers focused his rage like a laser. A moment later, nothing remained of the agent save a charred pile of meat, smoldering clothing, and melted metal weaponry. Rath could hear raised voices and footfalls coming from just beyond the chamber's opposite door. «More MiBs are on the way," he said. «But pretty soon they'll be dead MiBs.» He stalked purposefully toward the door. He paused when he realized that someone was tugging on his arm. He turned toward Ava. Tears streamed down her face. «Don't do it, Rath. They'll just kill you, too.» «Don't try to stop me, Queenie.» «I'll mindfreak you unless you stop.» Rath suddenly lashed out, his glowing fist connecting solidly with her jaw. She sank to the antiseptic white floor like a marionette whose strings had been cut. Not if you're unconscious, he thought. Aloud, he said, «I'll be back for you once this is all over.» Then he turned back toward the door. Max couldn't help but revel in the look of shock and surprise Scarface and the feral man were showing. «Guess it pays to have a good publicist," he said. «Ready to wheel and deal now?» Scarface approached Max closely enough so that Max could tell he'd eaten something spicy for dinner. «Stand down, men," he said to his agents, though he never took his eyes off Max. Despite the feral man's obvious reluctance, the armed goons soon opened their ranks, allowing Diane Evans and the Parkers to help the groggy Phillip Evans get to his feet. Valenti and Duff each took one of Michael's arms, raising him up, while Liz and Langley moved toward Max, flanking him. «Now let us go," Max said, feeling absurdly like Charlton Heston in The Ten Commandments. «Just let us all walk out of here in peace, and we'll let the whole story die.» «Those reporters are going to be mighty curious," said the feral man. «What do you intend to tell them?» «That depends completely on what you decide to do next," Max said. He turned to Scarface. «So how about it?» The scar-faced man studied Max silently for a lengthy interval. Finally, he said, «You win this battle, Mr. Evans. But never forget that we'll make your families disappear permanently if our friends in the fourth estate ever report so much as a word about the Special Unit.» Max nodded, hyperaware that everyone's eyes those of friend and foe alike were upon him. He felt a rush of relief as he realized that Langley's brain-blast might not prove necessary. «I'll settle for that. For now.» Max looked at Liz. Can I trust these guys to keep their word? He seemed to be speaking to her telepathically no doubt because of Kyle's third-party psi-talent. What's to stop them from picking us off later on, after our families go home? It's pretty clear we can't trust them, Max. Her eyes were huge and soulful. They will come after us again. They'll keep coming as long as they're afraid of you. Of us. They won't give up as long as they even know about us. So what do I do, Liz? Kill them? Of course not, Liz said silently, in tandem with the quiet voice of his conscience. I suppose I could just order Langley to do it. How would that be any different from doing it yourself, Max? He knew she was right. But he also understood that he had no alternative other than to make this deal with the Special Unit. With luck, there would be time later to manage whatever blowback today's battle was sure to generate. «Come on, Liz," Max said aloud, taking charge of Michael, with Liz's help, so that Duff and Valenti could keep their hands free just in case the MiBs tried a parting sneak attack. «Let's gather everybody up and get the hell out of here.» Max was startled to hear Michael's frantic voice coming from elsewhere in the hallway. «Bastards!» Max turned quickly toward the angry shout and saw the rapidly approaching form from which it had come. No, not Michael. Rath. Michael's East Coast duplicate. Though the two Special Unit leaders appeared every bit as surprised as Max, they reacted instantaneously to the threat, as did the cadre of armed guards who instantly raised their weapons. The scene became a slow-motion tableau before Max's startled eyes. While he and Liz struggled to drag Michael's limp form out of harm's way, Rath bypassed them, his fists glowing like a pair of meteors as he ran directly toward Scarface, who dived behind the cover of several heavily armed men. But the feral man stood his ground, grinning his dangerous grin as he drew a big-bore pistol from his shoulder holster. He pointed the weapon and fired several rounds in rapid succession. But not before Rath's hands released a flurry of eyedazzling energies that passed Max closely enough to singe his eyebrows. Despite the apparent dilation of time during this lethal exchange, Max found he couldn't think or move quickly enough to try to erect a force field between the two combatants. From a little farther down the corridor, he heard an anguished cry coming from Langley, who had once again failed to protect one of his young Antarian charges. «Run!» Max shouted to his parents and the Parkers, and through the brilliant spots that still clouded his vision he saw that Duff and Valenti were already busy hustling everyone to the relative safety of a room directly off the main corridor. The air was perforated by the multiple sharp reports of machine-gun fire. His vision cleared enough to reveal the bullet-ridden corpse of Rath and the charred, smoldering ruin of what had once been the feral man. Max stared for a moment in horrified fascination before he realized that Scarface was still very much alive, and directing his men to open fire. Thinking quickly, Max raised another force field around himself, Liz, and the retreating backs of the rest of his party, rescued and rescuer alike. «Come on, Max," Liz was saying, puffing as she struggled to drag the still-unconscious Michael. «I can't move him by myself.» A moment later, they had all passed through a door, which Max reinforced with force-field energies. Looking across the wide chamber, he saw that Langley was doing the same thing with the opposite door, as well as blocking off the balcony above to prevent any Men in Black from drawing a bead on them from overhead. Max heard his mother's frightened scream, and he realized with a start that the group had taken refuge in the chamber of quasimedical horrors from which he had just escaped. The place his sister's dupe had failed to escape. Max wanted to walk toward the butcher's block where the corpse lay, to take his mother in his arms and reassure her that the carved piece of meat that lay there wasn't her daughter. Wasn't his sister. But he couldn't afford to split his concentration right now; if he was to let the force field slip even for an instant, none of them would likely survive for very long. Liz, he said wordlessly. Tell my mom. Gotcha, Max. She didn't need an explanation. Moments later, Max's force field was still holding strong. And Liz was doing the very thing Max longed to do: offering words of comfort and reassurance, but mostly repeating over and over that this wasn't Isabel, that Isabel was safe, safe with Jesse and Kyle and Maria. Meanwhile, Valenti and Duff found some surgical linen and discreetly covered up Lonnie's gore-spattered body. After helping Duff cover up the mutilated corpse that lay on the operating table, Valenti quickly took stock of the room. Several other still bodies lay strewn about in the awkward random postures of sudden death. From the singed white lab coats most of them wore, he concluded that these people were the ones responsible for the grotesquerie they had found on the table. All but one. Crumpled behind the operating table was a teenage girl who strongly resembled Tess Harding. It's Ava, Valenti realized, kneeling beside her. The other Tess, the one from New York. Valenti heard someone moaning nearby. He looked up and saw Langley, who was helping Max barricade the room with force fields. The alien protector's face was a mask of concentration and remorse. «I've failed them," he said, sobbing. «I was supposed to protect them, but instead I've failed them all.» Very gently, Valenti reached under Ava's blue hair to touch her neck. He felt a faint pulse. «Maybe not completely, you haven't," he said. The MiBs were smashing something heavy into the door, and Max kept his force field strong and steady. But he already felt exhausted, and pushed beyond his limits; he wondered how long he and Langley could keep this up. The chasm of despair yawned wide again. Rath's attack no doubt precipitated by his discovery of Lonnie's body had ruined Max's last chance to get out of this situation without getting more blood on his hands. He looked toward Langley, and they locked eyes significantly for a moment. What now? Max said/thought, using Kyle's still-open psychic channel. Most likely we Mil or we die, Max. Looks like we're gonna have to go ahead with the brain-blast after all. The thought of being the cause of more death today was making Max physically ill. No. There has to be another way. His mind replied with something Liz had said earlier: They won't give up as long as they even know about us. Langley, whose emotions felt jangled and confused in Max's head, had evidently overheard the thought. Ava's alive, he told Max. If we can get her mindwarp powers into the mix, we might be able to zap the MiBs with persuasion. Max suddenly understood. You and Isabel and Kyle can extend Ava's mindwarp power over a wide area, he thought. Use it to trick these guys into leaving us alone instead of just frying their brains. This is still pretty powerful stuff, Max, Langley thought in response. Doing this will pretty much burn all our alien bridges. After we do it, we won't be able to look up any of the other aliens living on Earth because all the ken-teefs on the planet will be so many paperweights. It's not the kind of solution you'd consider if you were still thinking about going home to Antar. Max replied: Right now, all I'm concerned about is getting all of us out of here alive. And keeping the Special Unit from coming after us again. I'm right with you, Maxie, Langley said/thought. Under the circumstances, this is probably the best choice with the support of the king of Antar, of course. And with your Isabel and Kyle and my Ava still in the game, we just might have enough resources to pull it off, tinfoil hats notwithstanding. Kyle seemed to be beside Max then though Max knew he was actually still outside either in or near the Microbus and assured Max that he felt very good about what they were about to do. The chasm of despair receded yet again from Max, replaced by the first real feeling of hope he had experienced since the day the Special Unit had forced him and his friends to flee Roswell. «Tess!» Liz said, then caught herself. Try as she might, she found it nearly impossible to set aside the intense, whitehot hatred she still felt for the late Tess Harding, the woman who had betrayed Max and murdered Alex Whitman without a shred of remorse. She had to keep reminding herself that this young woman wasn't Tess, despite the close resemblance. She thought she might be able to get past that one day, given enough time to grieve and heal. But putting those feelings aside in the here-and-now was quite another matter. «Ava," Liz said tightly, kneeling beside the semiconscious girl, «wake upi We need you. The Special Unit agents are pounding down the door, and Max and Langley can't keep their force fields up forever.» Ava blinked and shook her silvery-blue hair as she tried to sit up. Her eyes looked bleary and unfocused. «What? Where's Rath?» Liz hated having to answer questions like that, even for somebody who looked so much like Tess. «I'm sorry," she said, taking Ava's hand. «Rath… I'm afraid he didn't make it.» A look of intense grief and guilt crossed Ava's delicate features. Liz found it gratifying, and was immediately ashamed of herself. She reminded herself again that Ava wasn't Tess. «I tried to stop him from going after them alone," Ava said, looking a few yards away at Michael's unconscious form. Ava's tears began flowing freely. «But he wouldn't listen.» Liz gently patted Ava's hand. «We often have the same problem with our own Rath," was all she could think of to say as she watched the slow rise and fall of Michael's chest. She looked back at the sobbing girl. Here but for the grace of the Special Unit goes Maria, she thought sadly. Liz was startled by a loud thump as the agents out in the corridor apparently redoubled their efforts to knock down the door beyond Max's force field. «I'm sorry about what's happened to you," Liz told Ava. «But if you don't get into this fight, we're all dead.» Ava shook her head, looking defeated. «Did you notice those tinfoil beanies the MiBs are wearing? My power can't cut through those. It's a waste of time.» «We have a way to boost your mindwarp power to a much higher power level," Langley said aloud. «You just have to believe. Maybe you could even try clapping your hands, the way they did for Tinkerbell in Peter Pan.» «If we're going to do this," a sweating Max said, also speaking out loud, «we're going to have to do it now.» Liz suddenly realized that if both Max and Langley were getting too exhausted to communicate telepathically, then the collapse of their force fields couldn't be far off. Soon, they'd be overrun by MiBs. «Kyle says he's right outside in the van now, holding the alien communicator orbs in his hands, just the way you explained," Liz said, hoping to bolster their spirits. «I'm ready too," Langley said, sweating profusely as he struggled to maintain his own force field. Liz thought he looked just as worn out as Max did, and could easily see why; at the moment, someone was very noisily trying to smash down the door Langley was covering, and the balcony overhead was crawling with armed men who would be able to open fire the moment the force field there fell. As both force fields flickered and began to collapse, Liz helped an exhausted Max walk toward the operating table, which Ava and Langley were approaching from the opposite side. The parents were huddled against a wall, tending to the unconscious Michael. «The more power we pour into this, the better," Langley said as the four linked hands near Lonnie's body, making Liz think of seances and weird mystical rituals. Maybe that's what this is, she thought. Whatever. So long as it works. Liz closed her eyes. Once again, she saw a future-flash of a soft-focus white room, suffused with both terror and anger. Hoping she wasn't glimpsing a future that awaited anyone she cared about, she put it out of her mind. «Concentrate, kiddies," Langley said, his eyes tightly closed. Liz imagined it was as much to concentrate as to avoid seeing the table where Lonnie's corpse lay. «I can only do this little trick once.» Liz didn't like the sound of that. In fact, she wondered what the price would be for carrying out this plan, for focusing and channeling so much power. After all, in literature whenever anyone tampered with the forces of nature or made a bargain with the Devil, or with scheming Machiavellian types like Langley there was always a steep price to be paid, a painful sacrifice to be made. Putting her misgivings aside, Liz concentrated on placing whatever psionic energies she possessed into the channel Kyle and Isabel had established. If I'm to be the sacrifice, then so be it. They won't give up as long as they even know about us, someone's voice her own? was saying in her head. So we're targeting every one oj their people who knows about us. Every one oj their machines that knows about us. The pounding on the doors grew louder, more insistent. Mass-mindwarp amnesia, broadcast on a need-to-know basis over the Kyle-and-Isabel Channel, Liz thought, chuckling. With a little help from their psychic friends. One of the doors came crashing open. The room immediately filled with a cacophony of angry shouts, clacking rifle-bolts, and the harsh footfalls of booted feet. «Now," Langley said. Then, as though a silent bomb had detonated, the room abruptly filled with a blinding radiance. And Liz felt herself or perhaps only a part of herself being swept away. Margolin held his pistol at the ready as his men repeatedly struck the medical section's door with the military siegeram. Though the door was reinforced with structural steel, it should have given way minutes before it did. Those aliens beyond the door must have been propping it up somehow, using their bizarre psychokinetic abilities. Who can doubt now that those abilities represent a clear and present danger to the entire country? he thought, glancing back at the heap of charred meat that had been his second-in-command only minutes ago. «Door's coming loose," Henrickson said. A moment later, a bone-jarring crash signaled that he was right. The Special Unit troopers streamed through the opening like voracious soldier ants. Abruptly, the world turned white. Margolin shielded his dazzled eyes, but it did little good. Something was tugging insistently at his brain, his mind, his will. No! he thought, clutching madly at his protective cap. I'm insulated from this! I won't allow my mind to be bent by these alien freaks! Then the tsunami of white light and psychic noise rose to a crescendo around him, engulfing him as though he were a straw in a hurricane. But he stood his ground, refusing to bend, just as he always had. 18. Maria could feel that Langley's improvised «brain bomb» had just gone off. She thought something in the air felt different, but couldn't yet determine what it was. Dawn was breaking on the horizon, but hadn't yet chased the chill from the air. Her breath steaming in front of her, she looked to the east, just past the ancient factory building the Special Unit called home. Though she was technically doing something useful standing watch, studying the outside of the Unit's lair for any sign of reaction Maria felt distinctly left out. And this was even though Kyle and Isabel had made sure she'd been able to mentally «listen in» as the last-ditch counterattack against the Special Unit was carried out. Carried out by the jew, the proud, the superpowered, she ruminated glumly, thinking how weird it was to overhear the thoughts of Tess, or a pretty darned reasonable facsimile thereof, during the runup right before the attack. What she could see of the building's facade and crumbling loading docks still looked completely peaceful. It was impossible to tell whether the brain-bombing had worked according to the last-minute plan she'd gleaned over the Kyle-O-Phone. If it has, then everybody in the Special Unit is deep in alien hypno-sleep right now. And when they wake up, they won't be able to resist Tess's I mean Ava's Kyle-boosted, delayedaction mindwarp. Then they'll delete every file and shred every hard copy, just before forgetting all about Roswell, alien teenagers, and their ongoing X-Files obsession. And, as Brody might say, I had shag-all to do with making any of it happen. Maria had never felt so useless before in her life. Stretching her legs as she leaned against the front of the Microbus, she glanced eastward again. The ring of news vans had just begun to break up and drive away, as though the people inside them,the aliens inside them, she reminded herself had abruptly become satisfied that there was nothing to report here after all. No stories about aliens, or alien-hunters, or conspiracies to manage or spin. they must have been tuned into Radio-Free Kyle, too. So with any luck, it all adds up to two things: the Special Unit goes down today, and nobody «outs» the Pod Squad in the process. She wasn't quite sure whether she should feel freaked out or reassured by the heavy alien infiltration of the media. I guess it's better for Michael and the others to be spied on by Bug-Eyed Paparazzi from Outer Space than by badly dressed paranoid wackjobsfrom the FBI, she finally decided. Then another, even more chilling, thought suddenly occurred to her: What if the news vans are leaving because the Pod Squad's brain bomb didn't work as advertised? What if they're shoving off now because they know the Special Unit is still alive and kicking and about to come after them as well as us? It was only then that Maria noticed the unaccustomed silence that now reigned inside her head. The mental link that Kyle and Isabel had set up which had come to include her own, non-alien, non-superhuman brain as well as those of Max, Michael, Langley, and just about everydangedbody else who'd gotten swept up into this mess seemed to have just collapsed. Without realizing it, Maria had begun getting used to the constant low-level chatter of the ongoing psionic party-line. Kyle's Psychic Friends Network is off the air, she realized with mounting fear. «Kyle?» she said, and thought; she then paused to listen for his response. None came, either through the air or over her now-silent mental transom. She scrambled back inside the van as quickly as she could manage. She saw that Isabel was in the back, looking dazed by the brain bomb's immediate aftermath as Jesse cradled her in his arms. Shelby, her caffeine overdose now evidently history, snored quietly beside them, oblivious. Kyle lay sprawled across one of the bench seats, an alien communicator orb clutched in each hand. The orbs, which had glowed a fierce orange when Kyle and Isabel had touched them apparently using them as lenses or amplifiers for everyone's interconnected alien powers, possibly even including those possessed by the now-departing members of the press corps were now gray and dead. They looked like so many lumps of desiccated moon rock. The alien compass also lay nearby, looking as inert as the orbs.


And as far as Maria could tell, Kyle wasn't in much better shape. «What happened?» she asked anyone who might answer. Jesse blinked as though he'd been suddenly jolted awake from a strange dream. «I'm… I'm not sure. Isabel and Kyle started concentrating on the orbs and then it was like some sort of psychic feedback went off inside their heads.» Isabel was stirring, and Maria decided she didn't look so bad after all. But Kyle was ashen-faced. She knelt beside him, noticing that he seemed almost comatose. I overheard Liz thinking about the price ojmass-mindwarping the Special Unit just before she and the rest of the Scooby Gang lit the brain bomb's fuse, Maria thought. She was near panic now, but she also felt desperate to make herself useful in any way she could. I hope to heck this wasn't what Liz meant when she was thinking about «sacrifices.» She rummaged around through her duffel until her fingers found the stock of the pistol she had taken off of one of the MiBs they'd eluded back in Wyoming. Isabel now seemed to be fully awake. «Maria, what are you doing?» Maria shrugged. «I have absolutely no idea. But I can't just sit here.» «I think we ought to sit tight until we know exactly what's going on in there," Jesse said. «That sounds like a good, old-fashioned bad idea," Maria said, hefting the weapon. «For all any of us know, the MiBs are this minute getting ready to slice Michael up like a Christmas ham.» «If anybody goes in there to look around," Isabel said, holding up her hand, «it should be somebody with alien powers.» Jesse scowled. «If you think I'm gonna let you march right into the place where Liz saw you being vivisected, you're crazy.» «That wasn't me, Jesse. Remember?» «Right. And I intend to make sure it stays that way, thank you very much.» Married people, Maria thought, shaking her head as she checked the bullets in her gun. «Talk amongst yourselves, lovebirds," she said aloud. «I'm going in.» It's high time I got to do something around here. Maria leaped out of the van, ignoring Jesse and Isabel as they followed her, protesting. She began striding briskly toward the neglected-looking building as the sun painted the horizon in lapis and gold. She squinted into the waxing light, then paused in her tracks when her eye noticed some motion near the building. Isabel and Jesse had caught up with her. Isabel pointed, evidently having glimpsed the movement as well. «Somebody's coming out.» Maria strained to see who was approaching, keeping the gun at the ready just in case. It suddenly occurred to her that she had no idea whether she could hit anything at this range. At least it's bound to work better than trying to ElKabong the bad guys over the head with my guitar. One of the approaching figures waved, and a few seconds later Maria could see that this was Liz. The closing distance and the morning light revealed Max walking beside her, followed by Langley, whose forehead gleamed with sweat. Two men and two women, all dressed in rumpled civilian clothes, followed Langley. Max and Isabel's parents! Maria realized, happily surprised. And the Parkers! They looked so drawn and haggard from their ordeal that Maria wasn't surprised it had taken her a few moments to recognize them. Thank the gods of Little Green Men that Valenti saved my mom from whatever hell they went through. Behind the four parents walked a slight, narrowshouldered girl dressed in tattered neopunk clothing. She preceded a pair of black-clad people Valenti and Duff, Maria figured who were carrying a limp figure between them. «Michael!» Maria said, her heart skipping a beat. A seeming eternity later, Valenti and Duff carefully laid Michael down beside the van, on a bedroll fetched by Jesse. «So what exactly happened?» Maria asked after she had exchanged tearful hugs with the Evanses and the Parkers. Shelby, who had just awakened, took them aside and proceeded to fill them in on some of the events they had missed since their capture by the Special Unit. «First, the good news," Duff said, removing her black mask. «The Special Unit is taking a collective nap right now. I guess their subconscious minds need some time to process the posthypnotic commands they've just received.» «And when the agents wake up, they'll act on those orders and erase the whole organization," Valenti said. «And once they're done with that, they're not supposed to remember a thing.» «What about the… bodies?» Diane Evans asked her husband. «If those agents find what's left of those… clones of Michael and Isabel…» She trailed off, looking as though she was about to be sick. Phillip took her gently into his arms. Maria suddenly felt very glad that she hadn't actually gotten inside the Special Unit compound. «I… already took care of that," Max said, raising a single glowing hand. His voice was like a dam holding back an ocean's worth of sadness. Maria wondered what it would be like to have to dispose of the corpses of two of the people she cared about most in the world even if they weren't the genuine article. She hoped she'd never have occasion to find out. «Let's just hope nobody's left any secret backup files behind," Phillip Evans said, evidently speaking from his own special area of expertise; after all, he had been the one who'd gathered the first evidence that could have exposed the Special Unit publicly. «If something like that turns up someday, we could all end up right where we started.» Langley shook his head as he pointed his ken-teej experimentally toward the last of the departing news vans. Maria noticed that not a single blip appeared on the little alien-tracking device. «Like I mentioned before," Langley said as he pocketed the ken-teef, «I can only do this particular trick once. It won't work without a worldwide network of functioning ken-teefs. And they're all burned out now, all over the planet.» «This old world must be full of some pretty pissed-off aliens," Valenti observed. «So much for the good news," Maria said. «As for the bad…," Duff said, trailing off as she indicated Michael's still form. Maria caught Valenti's eye. «Kyle is in about the same condition," she said, pointing toward the inside of the Microbus. «Maybe even worse.» Looking worried, Valenti entered the van's side door to check on his son. «What happened to Michael?» Maria asked Max. «I think the Special Unit either stunned him or tranked him just before we brought them down," he said, his brow deeply furrowed with concern. «I hope that's all it is," Langley said. «He might be suffering from some sort of mindwarp-induced backlash. He was already unconscious when we did the deed, so that could have left him especially vulnerable to psi-shock.» «It would have been nice if you'd told me about that before we went ahead with the plan," Max said angrily. «It would have been nice to have sent out for some gourmet vegetarian pizza beforehand too," Langley quipped, sounding testy. «We all can only do what we can do, Your Highness-ness. We didn't have a lot of other options at the time, as I recall.» Max didn't seem to be in a very forgiving mood. «If I try to heal him without knowing what's wrong, I could end up making it worse.» «Maybe Isabel could dreamwalk him first," Jesse said, sounding hopeful. «She can diagnose him. Then Max can try the laying-on-of-hands.» Maria knelt beside Michael, her eyes suddenly brimming with tears. Despite the reassuring weight of the pistol against her hip, her earlier sense of helplessness returned in full measure. There has to be something I can do. She lowered her face to Michael's. He lay motionless, and seemed barely to be breathing at all. Then, impulsively, she kissed him. He grunted once, and his eyes quickly fluttered open. Her own eyes wide with surprise, Maria fell backward onto the gravel-strewn pavement beside the bedroll, stopping her motion with her backside and both hands. Michael raised himself onto his elbows, blinking in confusion at everyone who was looking down at him. «What are you all staring at? I feel like I just wandered into the last reel of The Wizard ofOz» Maria grinned as she wiped away a tear with her palm. «You gave us quite a scare, Dorothy," she said. «Thought for a moment we were going to lose you.» Max gave his old friend a wry grin. «I think you and Maria both have the wrong movie in mind, Michael.» «And what's the right one?» «King Kong» Max said. Turning to Maria, he added, "«Twas Beauty who cured the Beast.'" «You're both wrong," Maria said. «That's a misquote. And the right movie is Sleeping Beauty.» Michael sat up completely. His long hair floated about his shoulders as he shook his head. «The kiss wasn't what brought me back, doll-face. It was that Lancome lip stuff you put on back at Langley's. Pretty funkadelic. I swear, it could raise the dead.» She punched him in the arm as hard as she could, shoving him back onto the bedroll. «Hey! What did I say?» That boy is definitely sleeping alone tonight, Maria thought, fuming as she rose to return to the van. Valenti emerged from the Microbus at that very moment, his craggy face almost as ashen as his son's. «Max, I need your help. It's Kyle.» Standing near Deputy Valenti and her parents just outside the Microbus, Liz concentrated, trying once again to visualize Kyle's near future. Once again, she saw nothing. All she could do was watch anxiously as Max gently placed his glowing palm against Kyle's forehead. Isabel's dreamwalk had yielded only a few incoherent images, drawn mostly from kung fu flicks and old comic books, as near as Isabel had been able to tell. Max is flying blind, Liz thought. And no one can tell if Kyle is going to survive it not even Little Miss Dead Zone. Kyle tensed but remained unconscious as Max removed his hand. Staring at the glowing silver handprint that lingered on Kyle's forehead, Liz recalled what Max had just said about the dangers of trying to heal those whose ailments he didn't fully understand. We're just assuming that our little psi-bomb sent Kyle into some sort of shock, since he was its main conduit. Even with Langley's help and the alien orbs that Eddie had given them, she knew that the group couldn't have done it at all without access to Kyle's powers. Kyle's powers, she thought. And mine. Maybe that's it. The reason I can't even catch a glimpse of how all this is going to work out. Maybe our powers are the price of our gigundo mindwarp. Maybe they're our sacrifice. Maybe this little exercise has burned all the superpowers right out of us non-aliens. Kyle's sudden return to consciousness interrupted Liz's reverie. When he opened his eyes, he looked about as confused as Michael had when he'd awakened. But he wasted no time getting up and emerging from the van, whereupon his father clasped him in a bear hug that the Roswell Sheriff's Departments Jaws of Life couldn't have pulled apart. «Dad…," Kyle said, groaning in mock pain. «Ribs… flexing… need… oxygen… passing… out…» Valenti released his son, holding him by the shoulders at arm's length. Liz hadn't seen the deputy so close to tears since the day he'd said farewell to Kyle, just before the group's hurried departure from Roswell only a step or two ahead of the Special Unit a few months earlier. «It's really good to have you back, son," Valenti said. «Good to be back, Dad," Kyle said, smiling. «But I really think you can lose the Batman suit now.» Valenti looked down at his body armor, suddenly selfconscious. He suddenly seemed to want nothing more than to find his cowboy hat and sheriff's department jacket. Still attired in her own black battle gear minus the mask Duff grinned and stood as erect as a runway model. «These old rags? They're all the rage where I work. Speaking of which, I have a top-secret government-issue black helicopter to return to where it belongs before the Special Unit people wake up. Anybody need a ride in the meantime?» As her parents and some of the others began figuring out the travel arrangements, Liz approached Max and took his hand. No fireworks or future flashes erupted when their fingers made contact. She turned to Kyle. «How do you feel, Kyle?» «Tired. I want to sleep until the Superbowl.» Isabel, Jesse, Maria, and Michael approached them as well, as if on cue. Have we really paid the price I think we have for getting the Special Unit out of our lives? Liz wondered. Turning to Isabel, she said, «I want you to touch Kyle.» «Come again?» Isabel said. «Indulge me.» Isabel shrugged, then placed a hand tentatively on the shoulder of a confused-looking Kyle. «Kyle, I want you to try to fire up your Psychic Friends power right now," Liz said. «Try to make mental contact with me.» With a shrug of his own, he obliged her. A moment later, a look of surprise crossed his face. «Nothing. Not even a dial tone. I'll be damned.» Liz grinned. «You'll be normal, you mean.» «Must be side effect of what we did to the Special Unit," Max said. «I wonder if it's permanent?» Liz pointed to the silver handprint that was still visible on Kyle's forehead. «You just healed him again, so who knows?» Kyle grinned, touching his forehead. He rushed to the side of the van to examine his reflection in the side mirror. «So I might get some new powers? And a new origin?» «Maybe even a new costume, too," Michael offered, deadpan. «Don't get a cape, though," Kyle nodded seriously. «Right. They'd just get caught in the doors of the Kylemobile.» «You two should read more books that don't have pictures in them," Maria said, scowling at them both. Liz noticed then that Max was looking soulfully into her eyes. «What about your powers, Liz?» When she tried to marshal her powers, Liz felt a brief stabbing pain of loss. She wondered if this was what the stump of a severed limb felt like. She glanced up at the sky; the new day was turning bright and beautiful. In the distance, Liz heard a helicopter lifting off. She knew Duff and Valenti would get her parents, and Max's, safely home. That cheered her greatly. She decided that if she had indeed traded her alien abilities for the safety of her family, it would be a worthy exchange and one she would make again in a heartbeat. «I'll go out on a limb and make one final prediction," she said at length. «There won't be a lot of those prophetic flashes in my immediate future.» Then Liz heard the sound of tires grinding on gravel and pavement. She turned, as did everyone else, to see a long white limousine come to a stop beside the Microbus. The nearest window, as impenetrably black as obsidian, began to lower with a faint electronic whine. She was relieved to see that Langley was inside. Beside him sat Ava, whose lost-puppy expression made Liz forget her antipathy toward Tess, at least for die moment; Liz couldn't help but wonder if Ava would ever feel at home anywhere, and felt an unexpected pang of sympathy for her. Liz forced her gaze back to Langley, whose expression was impassive. A pair of expensive-looking sunglasses obscured his eyes. Max approached the car. «Thanks," he said simply. «Following my genetically preprogrammed commands was the least I could do. But you're not gonna get a 'you're welcome' out of me unless you give me a direct order. Now, do you mind if I have a word with the general?» Max shrugged, resembling a very tired teenager far more than he did a king. «He's all yours, Hollywood.» A grin split Langley's face as Michael approached. «I certainly hope so.» Michael eyed him suspiciously. «What do you want?» «I've got meetings to get back to, so I'll cut right to it. I always liked you back on Antar, kid. Maybe there's a place for you here in Hollywood if you want to come work with me.» Michael let out a harsh laugh. «Me? Work with you? Why?» «Because it pays for people of our… extraction to help one another out, capiscel And because you remind me of a young David Duchovny, maybe with a little more acting range. You'll need to lose that girlie haircut before I set up the agency photo session and start introducing you around to casting directors, though.» '«I want to believe, Maria said, failing to conceal asmirk «David Duchovny?» Michael's expression was a study in disgust. «David Duchovny?». Michael repeated. He sounded insulted. Langley hiked a thumb toward Max. «Kid, your fearless leader here might not be able to act his way out of a pay toilet, but I think you may be different. You could have a really bright future, say, in action films with the right connections.» Now Michael seemed merely astonished. «Action. Films.» «Say it again, with feeling this time. Mel Gibson's not getting any younger, you know.» Michael's jaw fell open. Liz wondered if Langley knew that Braveheart was one of his favorite pictures of all time. Maria, who was obviously well aware of that fact, marched over to Michael and threw a possessive arm around his shoulder. «Don't call us," she said to Langley, her eyes like sharpened steak knives. «We'll call you. After we get back home to Roswell.» Maria tried to drag him off, but Michael merely stood like a statue, apparently barely aware of her presence. «Mel Gibson?» he whispered. Langley shrugged and started raising the window. «Suit yourselves. You know where to find me when you finally make up your mind, General.» The gravel popped and crunched as the limo maneuvered back onto the road and drove off. «Mel Gibson?» Michael said as Kyle started up the Microbus and each member of the original group of six, plus Jesse, began climbing back inside. Everyone else had either left via chopper, or had departed in a car called in by Langley. «Mel Gibson?» Liz climbed into the back and took a seat beside Jesse, whose arms were entangled with Isabel's, and behind Kyle and Max, who were seated, respectively, in the driver's seat and front passenger's seat. Liz looked out the open door, where Michael and Maria still stood. Michael looked thoughtful. Maria looked impatient. Kyle gave the van's ancient, aircooled engine a good, loud rev, dropping an unsubtle hint. «We're going home now, Spaceboy," Maria said. «So get in already.» He meekly allowed her to lead him by the hand. «Mel Gibson, Maria.» «Oh, be quiet.» Yes, things are getting back to normal, indeed, Liz thought as the side door finally shut, enclosing the seven of them in a cocoon of weary but companionable silence. She was looking forward to writing in her journal again, day by day, with no clue as to what might lie ahead. 19. Cedars-Sinai Hospital, Los Angeles From the clock on the wall, he knew what lay ahead. It was the same every day. «Please stand away from the door, Mr. Margolin," the voice would say. And after he had backed into the strangely yielding corner, the door would open. Someone dressed all in white white coat, white pants, white shoes, white goddamned teeth would enter and set down a soft white cardboard tray topped with a soft white paper plate filled with bland white food. Even the walls, floors, and ceilings were white. And soft. The people in the coats had told him that this was for his own protection. The softness, not so much the whiteness (truthfully, he wasn't at all certain what purpose the unrelenting whiteness served, if any). The softness suffused everything so that the room's walls and corners and edges couldn't hurt him. But he wasn't worried that any such right-angled thing might hurt him. He was far more concerned about the far more complex shapes that visited him after the lights went out. When the remorseless white receded and gave way to a comforting, stygian black. And in the crepuscular passage between the two, he could actually see them the small gray people with their long fingers and their bulbous heads and their gigantic, softball-size, oil-slick eyes, twin black holes from which nothing, not even light, could escape. Those eyes could suck the soul right out the top of your head if you let them. Margolin had a sheet of foil that he'd stolen from one of his early meal trays and kept hidden so that he could crumple it protectively about his skull during the night. Tonight, in the darkness, he smiled to himself as he adjusted his makeshift cap. As long as his silver shield was in place, the gray people didn't frighten him in the least. And during the interminable whiteness of the day, when he was forced to hide the foil cap so that the whitecoats wouldn't be tempted to take it away the way they had relieved him of his belt, pencils, and shoelaces the gray men almost never approached him. It was during the long, white daytime hours that he could reassure himself that the gray men hadn't won. That they hadn't beaten him, or broken him. That they never could beat him, or break him, or force him to bend. No matter what anyone said, he knew that the gray invaders hadn't bent his mind, though it certainly wasn't for lack of trying. Oh, how they'd tried. But he knew with bedrock certainty that they had never succeeded at least, not exactly. The men and women who came to see him each day, those who fed him and sponge-bathed him, even said as much. Mostly. Snapped was the word one of them had used, rather than bent. He hadn't much appreciated the insipidly smiling, white-clad man who had used that ugly word. So Margolin had taken one of the hard plastic cafeteria trays they now no longer permitted him to use, and had used its blunt edge to beat that man to within a bloody inch of his life. After that, nobody else ever tried to say that he'd snapped. At least, not to his face. Psychotic break following electroneural trauma, was a phrase he heard often as well. But it was too long and clinical to rouse his visceral anger the way the hated word snapped could. These last few days or maybe weeks… years? the whitecoats had taken to trying to assure him that the gray people weren't even actually here. But Margolin knew better. He knew that the small gray people were here. And not just here. They were everywhere. Sometimes, when they stalked him in the darkness, he wished they'd get it over with and simply kill him. After all, he knew they wanted to. And they could have done it, he often thought. Why didn't they? He knew that he certainly wouldn't have hesitated to wipe them out. So why didn't they kill him! What was holding them back? They were everywhere, after all. Whenever he mentioned any of these ruminations aloud, the whitecoats only smiled their most indulgent white smiles. The whitecoats thought they were so smart. But they never found Margolin's foil cap. 20. Roswell, New Mexico Ms she looked at Max, who was now truly and lawfully her husband, Liz couldn't recall having experienced a happier moment than now. He looked so handsome in his dark tuxedo, his hair finally cut short enough to hide his ever-present cowlick. Sitting beside her in the rear of the limousine, he turned toward her, caught her eye, and smiled. It was no longer the tentative, hesitant, scared smile she had first seen from him back in 1999 and earlier. His smile now was wide, confident, and full of love. He leaned toward her and they kissed. As their lips touched, Liz saw things as she had when she'd kissed Max before she had gained and lost her own powers: Stars and galaxies whirled in her mind, flashes of the journey Max and his «family» had made from Antar so many years ago. She saw herself in kindergarten, in the cupcake dress her mother had sewn for her. She saw flashes of them all in the desert, holding hands, feeling powerful. She saw herself as Max saw her: a brilliant emerald aura cascading around her, with her eyes shining like diamonds in sunlight. And then she saw herself, older, as she fussed over a little girl who sat on a stairway, her knee scraped and bleeding. A slightly older boy came over to them and passed his palm over the wound, healing it with a slight glow. Liz hugged the two children and kissed each of them on the forehead. Max pulled back and looked into Liz's eyes. «Did you see them?» he asked, his own eyes moist. «Yes," she said, feeling tears of happiness rising. «Alex and Maddie. Our children.» The opaque partition in the front of the limousine slid down, and the driver called back to them. «We've arrived, Mr. and Mrs. Evans.» Max dabbed at Liz's cheek to wipe away the tears. «Are you ready for this?» She smiled unsteadily. «I've faced evil aliens, evil congresswomen, evil government agents, and everything else that's been thrown at me since high school began. I think I can face this.» The door opened, and bright sunshine streamed in at them. Liz gathered the satin hem of her wedding dress and stepped out onto the street. Max joined her a moment later. In front of them, the small crowd erupted with cheers and whistles and applause. The front of the Crashdown Cafe had been transformed with silver and white streamers and balloons, and Sheriff Hanson had even granted the Parkers a permit to cordon off the street for one block for the wedding reception. Liz scanned the crowd and saw everyone there, still dressed in their finest from the wedding ceremony. Maria and Michael were arm in arm, as were Jesse and Isabel. Liz's father was beaming, and her mother was crying. Max's parents were nearby, similarly affected. Jim Valenti stood with Amy DeLuca, and they were discreetly holding hands. Kyle stood near Ava, who had changed her hair to a reddish color, and had lengthened it; now she looked even less like Tess than she had before. Several men with cameras busied themselves taking pictures, and Kal Langley presided over the small film crew he had hired to film the wedding and its aftermath. Suzanne Duff was also present with her life-partner, a feisty woman named Alycyn, and Brody and his daughter, Sydney, were in the company of Laurie Dupree. River Dog and his wife were there as well, as was Eddie, and the lawyer, Shelby Tremaine. Even Sean DeLuca had turned up, though he was keeping more in the background. Mr. Whitman stood in the back of the crowd near Sean, and Liz thought she saw someone else with them for a moment. But as she blinked, the young man who looked like her late friend Alex Whitman vanished from sight. Wishful thinking, Liz thought. Suddenly, Maria let out a sound that was a cross between a screech and a squeal, and rushed forward to hug Liz. Max began to laugh, and Liz did too. Jim Valenti left Amy in the company of Duff's partner, and pulled the FBI agent aside. «Glad you were able to make it, Suzanne," he said. «I know it means a lot to Liz.» Duff grinned. «Well, I feel like I really don't quite belong since I've only known her such a short time, but I was glad that she invited us.» She surveyed the crowd quickly. «It's funny that we're the only fierce black sisters here though," she said smiling. «Aw, I don't think it's tokenism," Valenti said. «But I do know that Liz appreciated everything you did for us. You put a lot on the line.» He paused for a moment, then asked, «How have things shaken down for you at the Bureau?» «No problems I couldn't handle," Duff said. «Since no one in the Special Unit quite knows what happened anymore, they can't implicate me in anything. As far as my superiors know, I had an emergency personal situation arise and I went off to take care of it. It helps to have friends in the Bureau as well.» She made air quotes with her fingers. «Langley got me in touch with a few 'special' agents.» Valenti nodded. He knew exactly what she meant. It had been a surprise to find out how many aliens actually did live amongst mankind, and where they had been «placed," even though he had spent so much of his life looking for proof that had been all around him. «So, what's the word on the Special Unit?» he asked Duff. «The Special Unit is being erased very quickly," Duff said. «The few files that weren't destroyed right after Langley's brain bomb went off are being classified or buried, and the agents associated with them are being questioned and debriefed as we speak. In a year or two, the stuff we gave Brody might be the only proof that the Unit even existed.» Valenti nodded. The news didn't come as a surprise to him, but it also didn't make him particularly happy. «So it's government cover-up time again?» «Such is the way of things in my line of work," Duff said, a hint of resignation in her voice. «I've got mixed feelings about it," Valenti said. «The purpose of the group needs to be erased, but it feels wrong covering up all the consequences of its existence. Just sweeping the Special Unit under the rug is sort of like forgetting about the Holocaust.» «Hey, you're preaching to the choir," Duff said, holding up a hand and grinning. «Member of two minority groups here, remember? There's been a lot of oppression of both African-Americans and gay people over the years that will never make the history books.» She pointed over toward Liz and the others. «But it's them we're protecting, Jim. Not the government agents who tried to destroy their lives.» Valenti liked Duff's no-nonsense view of things. He was about to agree with her, when Kal Langley ambled over, eating what appeared to be a jelly doughnut smothered in Tabasco sauce. «Speaking of protecting," Jim said, gesturing toward the producer. He was gratified to see that Langley had finally decided to take up his responsibilities in looking out for the Royal Four. He knew that Langley had initially aided them as a result of Max's commands; now he suspected that the trials of fighting the Special Unit had revived Langley's sense of duty toward his onetime charges. «What are you two plotting over here?» Langley asked with a smirk. «Nothing less than the deception of the government in exchange for a trauma-free future for these kids," Duff said. «Deception. I like that," Langley said. «I've been known to dabble in that myself from time to time.» «Speaking of which," Duff said. «I imagine that the word about our abortive 'alien expose' has reached some of your human media contacts. They must have been curious when the story didn't go anywhere. What did you tell them?» Langley pointed around the crowd toward some of the members of his photo and video crew. «Well, a few of them were already 'in the loop' and knew the score. Those who weren't… well, I am a big-shot Hollywood producer. It just so happens that I was also filming a strange combination between a science-fiction pilot and an improv reality show.» He raised an eyebrow, and added, «The real-time special effects were pretty intense, but I think we're gonna scrap the footage anyhow. Wasn't quite what I wanted.» Valenti laughed. «Guess my craggy mug isn't exactly close-up material.» «Au contraire, Deputy," Langley said. «I think your craggy features are quite handsome. And you know, I might have a role for you in this upcoming show I'm thinking of doing.» He held his hands out to either side with thumbs up, as if framing the vista in front of him. «I'm thinking of pitching a series about these alien kids who are stranded on Earth. They look normal, but because they're part alien, they feel different from all the other kids. It's kind of an alienation thing, so all the kids who feel different can identify. And there's this sheriff who at first is trying to chase them, and then becomes the protector that they should have had from the beginning. I figure either the WB or UPN would be a lock for the series. Whattaya think?» Valenti cocked an eyebrow. «So you'd want me for the part of the sheriff?» Langley patted him on the shoulder. «I don't even know if you can act, Deputy Valenti. I was more thinking of you as a technical advisor. Now I think Michael Guerin, on the other hand, has a real future as an actor. My people are already talking to his people, as they say.» Duff and Valenti laughed heartily, and moments later, Langley joined in. Maria brought a piece of wedding cake over to Sydney and Brody, then sat down in one of the plastic lawn chairs that had been set up on the sidewalk. It felt funny to be serving someone food in front of the Crashdown, rather than inside. And it seemed that an eternity had passed since she had spent her days there, waitressing in that awful limegreen dress with the silver alien apron and the bobblingalien-antennae headband. «Here you go, Sydney," Maria said, handing the girl the cake. «I got you a piece with the biggest pink rose I could find.» «Thank you, Auntie Maria," the little girl said, beaming, then sat down in the chair to consume the sweets. «Yes, thanks," Brody said, accepting his piece of cake from Maria. «I was getting a mite peckish myself. You wouldn't want to get me a Blue Moon Burger and some Orbit Rings, too, would you?» «Don't push it, Brody," Maria said with an evil grin. «Your charming British accent can charm a girl only so far.» Brody smiled at her and took a bite of cake, then surveyed the crowd. Maria watched his gaze, and saw the UFO Center was behind where Max and Liz and some of their friends were standing. «So, how are you feeling?» she asked, lowering her voice. «You know, about knowing the truth now?» Brody screwed his mouth around to one side, then the other, and finally shrugged. «It's funny. It's been inside me for so long, the knowledge that all this alien business is real, that the things I've pursued and been afraid of and dreamed about are all real. And now that I know it, I'm not scared of it anymore.» He paused for a moment, then added, «And I'm not even sure I want to pursue it any longer.» «What do you mean?» Maria asked. «Well, now that Max has blocked me off from being 'abducted' by Larek ever again, I can go back to wondering and exploring. The mysteries of the universe offer far more possibilities than the established truths. But even closer to home than that, the mysteries of this world offer many possibilities as well. And I think I want to go explore them.» Maria smiled, gesturing with her fork over toward Laurie Dupree. «With Laurie?» Brody seemed only a little surprised at the question. «Is it that obvious?» Maria shook her head. «Naw. But when you're one of the few people who's been dealing with this mess as much as I have, you learn to pick up on these things. The Czechoslovakians have changed all our lives," she said, using the pet code-name that she and Liz and Alex had always used for discreet reference to their half-alien friends. «It makes sense that you'd go for a smart woman who's not going to think you're crazy. And since I'm not available, you'll just have to go with Laurie.» «Auntie Maria, look at this!» Sydney was balancing the rose made of frosting on her fork, eyeing it as if trying to determine whether the whole thing would fit into her mouth. Brody reached over and squeezed Maria's hand. «Thank you," he said simply. Liz bent forward slightly and tensed her arm. She hadn't gotten to do this when they'd been «married» before, since the ceremony had been done so quickly, and because they'd had to fudge a few of the legal details while the Special Unit had been on their tails. But now, here she was, on her «real» wedding day and about to partake of a ritual that she always dreamed about. And then, abruptly releasing the tension in her arm, Liz threw the bouquet of flowers over her shoulder and high into the air. She turned quickly, a smile on her face, to see who would catch it. Her friends and family were gathered around, with all of the unmarried females reaching up to catch the flowers. Even little Sydney Davis was jumping as high as she could. The bouquet bounced off of Maria's hand, and went sailing over Laurie Dupree's head. A squeal of delight rang out, and the crowd parted to reveal the lucky woman who had caught the bouquet. Amy DeLuca. Maria was the first to laugh, saying, «Now maybe you and Valenti can stop living in sin, Mom!» Nearby, Kyle laughed heartily as well, and others joined in. Liz saw Jim Valenti separate from another knot of wedding guests and move toward Amy. As always, he had on his cowboy hat, but this time he was also wearing a big smile. Valenti dropped to one knee in front of Amy and doffed his cowboy hat. He fiddled inside it for a moment, extracting something, and then took Amy's hand. «Amy DeLuca, I would be most honored if you would consent to be my wife.» He held up an engagement ring, and smiled up at her. Amy smiled and crouched next to him. «You know, it's been my policy for the past few years never to hold too closely with rules and traditions.» Valenti immediately looked crestfallen, but a moment later, Amy grinned and added, «But my policy is a rule, so I can't exactly follow that now, can I? So… yes!» The group around them erupted in more clapping, whistles, and cat-calls. Isabel picked up a stack of soiled cake plates and used forks and prepared to take them into the Crashdown. «You don't need to clean up, Isabel," Nancy Parker said. «It's okay, Mrs. Parker," Isabel said. «You guys have more important things to think about than cleanup duties.» «Okay, if you insist," Nancy said, smiling at her. Isabel entered the restaurant and placed the plates and forks near the far end of the counter. It was nice to get away from the crowd for a moment and have a quiet moment to herself. «Do you want me to leave then too?» a voice asked her. Isabel whirled and saw him sitting there, next to the window, where he could look out at the others. «Alex?» «Hey," he said, smiling. «The wedding was really something, huh?» She slipped into the seat across from him and tried to take his hand. It was insubstantial, and her hand passed right through it. «You've been here the whole time?» «Here and there," Alex said. «I've been with you all at various times. Sort of rooting for you.» He gestured toward the crowd outside. «Some of them just don't know I'm here.» «Why can 1 always see you?» Isabel asked. «I don't know. Maybe it's because you and I were supposed to be the ones who got together? Maybe it's because your power threads the line between the waking world and the unconscious?» Isabel felt a pang of guilt stab her in the heart. «Were we meant to be together, Alex?» He shrugged. «Maybe. I don't know for sure. It certainly seemed like that was in the cards for us, before everything went wrong.» He looked out the window and gestured toward Jesse. «But he's right for you, too, Isabel. He's sacrificed a lot for you.» Isabel nodded slowly. «Maybe we could have been something if I hadn't been " «Shhhh," Alex said, putting his ghostly hands on top of hers. She felt a slight tingle at his ethereal touch. «Don't torture yourself over might-have-beens. I don't want you living with regrets.» He paused for a moment, then said, «I'm going away now, Isabel. There's something wonderful waiting for me, and it's time for me to let go of all of you.» Isabel could feel tears sliding down her cheeks. «Wait for just a moment, please.» When Alex nodded, she slid off the chair and exited the Crashdown. She made her way over to Liz and Maria and touched them both on the shoulders. «I need you both to come with me. Now.» They followed her without a word, though she saw the flickers of doubt on their faces. She brought them back into the Crashdown and turned to them. «Give me your hands," Isabel said, and they complied, though with curious expressions on their faces. Isabel sent a pulse of her power out to her friends, willing them to see what she had. Liz gasped first. «Alex?» «Hi, Liz. You look beautiful.» Alex smiled from nearby, where he stood beside the kitchen door. «What are you doing here?» Maria asked, tears in her eyes. «Saying good-bye to my best friends in the whole world," Alex said. «I guess you could say that I've tried to be your guardian angel, but you don't need one of those anymore. And I have to go now.» He smiled at them. «Liz, Maria, Isabel… you're going to be safe. You're going to be happy. You're going to do great things. And you will always, always be loved.» «What's it like?» Liz asked. «Where you are?» «I can't really say," Alex said, almost smirking. «I think it's best not to be in too big a hurry to find out.» Alex paused, then said, «Close your eyes.» Isabel watched Liz and Maria close their eyes, and then followed suit herself. A moment later, Isabel felt as though a wind had blown right through her. Not a chilling wind or even a real movement of air. Instead, it felt colorful and energizing and joyous and cleansing, all at once. Isabel felt the tears on her cheeks dry in an instant, and the sadness in her heart was replaced by a blossom of something that felt very much like… hope? Isabel opened her eyes, as did Maria and Liz. They were smiling now, not in happiness, but in acceptance. And she knew as she knew they did that Alex would be a part of each of them forever. Kyle saw Ava sitting off to the side, away from everyone else. She looked beautiful, but sad. He walked over to her, bringing a glass of fruit punch and a bottle of Tabasco sauce. «Here you go," he said, setting the items down on the table beside her. «House specialty. I hear it's an acquired taste.» She smiled at him shyly, and he could sense that she was a bit surprised by his kindness. «Back in New York, we were partial to mixing in chili powder. They didn't have as much Tabasco there as they seem to have out here.» «Yeah, it is more of a Southwestern thang," Kyle said with an exaggerated drawl. «So, what do you think of all this? You seem to be sitting as far as you can from the festivities.» «Well, I still don't know why they invited me," Ava said. «Don't get me wrong. Everyone's been so nice to me. The Evanses have even offered to let me stay with them for a while. But I can feel everyone looking at me out of the corners of their eyes. They don't trust me. They think I'm going to be… her.» Kyle shook his head. «I don't think Liz is afraid of you. I mean, I know she just married your husband from Antar and all, but I'm not sensing a jealous ex-wife thing going on in your head.» He grinned. «How do you know what's going on in my head?» Ava asked. «I was linked up with you for a while," Kyle said. «Back when we were fighting the Special Unit. I saw you the real you.» He took her hand in his. «I know you aren't Tess. I know you would never mindwarp us. I know that you're the Ava that Max or King Zan married back on his homeworld, the Ava that loved him for what he represented, and who helped the people she governed. You're a good person, Ava. You're not Tess.» Kyle looked her directly in the eye and smiled. «They're all willing to give you the chance, Ava. And I'm willing to help you.» He paused, then added, «And before my little speech starts getting too sappy, I'm going to make you promise that if my powers do come back, that you'll help me figure out how to use them.» «You've got a deal," Ava said, squeezing his hand. Her smile was radiant. «There you are," Michael said as he finally caught up to Maria. He had been looking for her for several minutes now. «Where have you been?» She smiled at him, but he could tell she had been crying. «I was inside the Crashdown. What's up?» «Come over here and sit down for a minute," he said, pointing to some folding chairs. «Uh-oh," she said. «This doesn't sound good, Spaceboy.» Michael sighed as he sat down. He was determined not to let her jagged little barbs get to him. «I have something to talk to you about. Kal Langley asked me to come to Hollywood with him. He says he's going to get me acting lessons and train me to use my powers fully. He keeps saying I remind him of a young David Duchovny. He's going to put me up at his mansion " Maria's eyes went wide. «What? Langley is gay? I've heard about this with that one producer guy. He hired young guys as his pool boys and then turned them into stars, but they were really his boy-toys all along the way.» Now it was Michael's turn to be incredulous. «Who said Langley was gay? I'm not Maria, what are you thinking? I swear, sometimes you can be the most insufferable jumpto-conclusions person I have ever known.» Maria crossed her arms in front of her chest. «Well, what am I supposed to think? At this highly emotional time, you announce you're running off to Hollywood without me and going to work for Langley. And meanwhile, I'll sit here and rot away in Roswell and end up going from waitressing to a job at the cheese factory until I " Michael clapped a hand over Maria's mouth as softly but as firmly as he could. «Maria, shut up. Just listen for once.» He saw her eyes narrow, and then finally her body language signaled that she was calming down. «Maria, you have been the only constant positive thing in my life for the last few years. Even when we've been fighting, or throwing accusations at each other, I always knew one thing for sure and that's that I love you.» He paused, and repeated himself. «I love you. And I want you to come to Hollywood with me. I played Langley your demo tape, and he loved it. He wants you to record an album. Your album. Your way.» He took his hand away, and when it looked as if she was going to say something, he put his finger back over her lips. «Maria, I know I'm not perfect. I probably wasn't anything like perfect even back on Antar. And I know I'll never be the kind of man you want to grow old with. But I want to keep trying.» Maria stared at him for a moment in silence, then moved his finger away from her mouth. «You're wrong about that, Michael Guerin. I think you can be the kind of man I want to grow old with.» Then Maria smirked. «But until then, I can live with you being the kind of alien I want to grow old with.» «Are you certain that's what you want to do?» Max asked. «Yeah, Max," Isabel said. «Jesse and I want to live in Boston. He's doing well there with his practice, and I could really use a change of scene.» Max was bemused. Just over a year ago he had forbidden Isabel to leave Roswell, and had threatened to drag her back here if she ever tried. Things had been very tense then, with the iron fist of the government closing inexorably around them. Now, their future seemed wide open, and keeping the Royal Four together simply didn't seem as important as it had back then. «Do you really think we'll be safe there, Max?» asked Jesse, standing at Isabel's side. «I can't see the future," Max said. «Not even Liz can do that anymore. I know that those alien-tracking ken-teejs got whammied along with the Special Unit, so hostile aliens will have a harder time finding us. If we're not all clustered in one spot, they'll have an even harder time. Still, I expect more danger to crop up for us from time to time.» He paused, and looked over at Michael and the others. «And if anybody does come after us again someday… well, I think our recent experiences have made it pretty clear that we can be pretty darned tough when we need to be. In the meantime, there's no point living in fear.» Diane Evans came over and grabbed Max by the arm. «Come on, Max. It's time to take some pictures.» She gestured to Isabel and Jesse. «You, too. Everybody in these shots.» «Okay, Mom," Max said with a sigh. He was grateful that his parents and Liz's had bounced back from their Special Unit ordeal without suffering any visible scars. As Langley's photographers checked their equipment, everyone gathered in front of the Crashdown. Max and Liz stood in the center, flanked by Isabel and Jesse on one side, and Michael and Maria on the other. On the outside of the group were their parents, and on the far periphery were Jim Valenti and Amy DeLuca, along with Kyle and Ava. Max glanced over at Liz, who looked positively resplendent in her wedding dress. He could tell that she had been crying recently, but as she looked up at him, he could see nothing but happiness and love in her eyes. And I'm going to spend the rest of my life with this beautiful woman, Max thought, a warm glow suffusing him. He looked over at his sister and Michael who may as well have been his brother and was glad to have known them not just in one lifetime, but in two. All the others there had also been instrumental in bringing him and Liz to this moment. He knew he could never repay the sacrifices that Jim Valenti, Kyle, or Maria had made. He knew the way the Evanses had raised him and the way the Parkers had raised Liz had shaped what they had both become far more than had any preordained fate. And he knew, too, that Ava, who had been his wife back on that other world in that other life had let him go so that he could be with the true soul mate to whom he belonged in the here-and-now. Max smiled as the camera flashes strobed, and for a second he saw someone else there: Alex Whitman seemed to be smiling at him, only to vanish in a subsequent burst of light. Underneath the neon sign of the Crashdown Cafe, Max turned and kissed Liz, and everyone began to applaud. October 12 This is my first entry in this new journal. I'm Liz Evans, and five days ago, my life changed… Five days ago, I finally legally married Maxwell Evans, the man I love, the man I feel I was destined to be with. Destiny is a strange word to use, given Max's past. And yet, despite all the things that were programmed into him, all the things he was supposed to be, he came to love me. Knowing Max has changed my life, physically, mentally, emotionally. He is living proof that something more than humanity exists in the universe. And yet, despite his halfalien DNA and his mysterious origins, he is fully and completely human. Most of the others have left Roswell to discover their own destinies, and to find their own ways in the world. Max and I are now on our honeymoon for real, this time and we're traveling the country. Just the two of us, together. No one chasing us, and no one sharing our vehicle or our hotel room. We're committed to spending our time just being in love. Along the way, I expect we'll also do some good in the world, like we'd planned to do before. And maybe those people for whom we do good will pass that good along. Maybe we'll all do our part to make the world a little bit better. I was once Liz Parker, and I died and was brought back to a life of peril and adventure, of sadness and happiness, but mostly a life of hope. Now I'm Liz Evans. With Roswell behind me, I'm looking forward to seeing all the roads that Max and I will travel in life, together. About the authors Andy Mangels is the coauthor of Roswell: Skeletons in the Closet and Roswell: Pursuit, with Michael A. Martin, as well as a number of Star Trek novels, e-books, and comicbook projects. Flying solo, he is also the author of Animation on DVD: The Ultimate Guide, as well as the best-selling book Star Wars: The Essential Guide to Characters, plus Beyond Mulder and Scully: The Mysterious Characters of The X-Files and From Scream to Dawson's Creek: The Phenomenal Career of Kevin Williamson. Mangels has written for The Hollywood Reporter, The Advocate, Just Out, Cinescape, Gauntlet, Dreamwatch, Sci-Fi Universe, SFX, Anime Invasion, Outweek, Frontiers, Portland Mercury, Comics Buyer's Guide, and scores of other entertainment and lifestyle magazines. He has also written licensed material based on properties of Lucasfilm, Paramount, New Line Cinema, Universal Studios, Warner Bros., Microsoft, Abrams-Gentile, and Platinum Studios. His comic-book work has been published by DC Comics, Marvel Comics, Dark Horse, Wildstorm, Image, Innovation, WaRP Graphics, Topps, MVCreations, and others, and he was the editor of the award-winning Gay Comics anthology for eight years. He has also written DVD supplemental material and liner notes for Anchor Bay. In what little spare time he has, he likes to country dance, and collect uniforms and Wonder Woman memorabilia. He lives in Portland, Oregon, with his longtime partner, Don Hood, and their dog, Bella. Visit his Web site at www.andymangels.com.
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